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Of all professions, teaching is perhaps the most idiosyncratic. Each
teacher must find his own style, orienfation and philosophy, and vach |
must teach in a way that fe uls rig.,ht Howcver, the more options we
have availuble and the more “open” we are to'them, the richer our
style will become. We hace much lo learn from each other and much
to learn from-our students. _ '.

.\largarvt Labhy

Teacher of English .
Lincoln High School :
Portland, Oregon :
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Preface

/

Reversing the usual order of teachers recommending students (for
awards. scholarships. or grade-level advancement), the editors of this
book gave students a chance to recommend teachers..

The §tickents were 837 high school seniors who had demonstrated
outstanding writing abilities by winning NCTE ‘Achievement Awards
in Writing, Each student was asked to name the one teacher who had
had the most influence on his or her development as a writer. Alto-
gether, the students named some 600 high school teachers of composi-
tion who, thev claimed. had helped them develop their writing skills
and stvles. _

Following up on the students” recomimendations of cffectiv e teachers
of cotposition. we invited those teachers to submit articles for this
hook, describing composition classroom procedures or teaching tech-
nigues that they had used with high school students and—more im-
portantlv—that had sneceeded.

This book, then.'is a collection of articles written by teachers who,
according to some of their students, really taught them how to write;
that is. the articles deseribe classroom methods for teaching composi-
tion that hatve actually worked for both teachers and students, This
publication is aimed particularly at Enclish teachers in grades 10, 11,
and 12, and inclndes specific assignments for students as well as course
deseriptions and more philosophical pieces. Although the articles are
organized by broad categories—prewriting. the writing process itself,
and evaluation. ideas presented in the essavs sometimes overlap the
catevorical lines. and individual essavs foens on special topics. The
authors tell of varions types of student writing: a unique letter-writing
assienment in “Dear Mro Hardy™ a jouwrnal-writing activity in “Be
Your Own Boswell™; and other ereative and expository writing experi-
ences ranzing from one paracraph (“An Exercise in Deseription”) to
a five-parazraph theme (“The Chinese Box™ to a lenathy research
project (“The Communite Documentary™). Also, many describe com-
position practices associated with the study of literature; a couple
discrne crossawriting, re-¢0 ating a work in a different genre (“In

ix
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League With MacLeish™ and “Drama as the Springbuiid to Successful
Student Writing”). One author explains the use of writing models
/ from cucrently published magazines (“Twelfth Grade Expository
- Writing”). Still others describe the use of nonprint media to teach
Cwriting ("The Humanities and Better Writing,” “The  Symbolism
Game.” and "Writing Short Stories™). Moreover. teachers’ dissimilar

opinions about what to do with the final written product are found in

Part Three.-But if oue method of teaching is presented more often

than any other of these articles—and not just in these thitty-three, but

in all of the essays submitted——it is that of giving the students larger
roles in the prewriting, writing, and evaluative processes:  students -
getting together in small-group discussions to think about what to

write, students exchanging papers during the writing of compositions

to get cach other's reactions, and students reviewing their classmates’

final products or being in on the evaluation of their own papers

throngh individual-teacher conferences. '
o 2Rty o UR A .

While q fesy of thesc®articles clearly apply only to above-average,
college-bunnd students, most of the papers present teaching practices
that are applicable, or aduptable, to average, below-average, and un-
motivated students also. Part of the article “Follow the Leader” deals
directly with “students who hate English™; the author gives a brief .
‘account of a sneeessful stmmer course for such teenagers. And, “How Y,
to Run an Obstacle Course” presents a method of teaching composition e
“to large. heterogencous classes of ill-prewared students.”

Whatever reasons the readers of this book may have for picking it
up—ont of curiosity or empathy with composition teachers. for specific
ideas or support. or in the hope of escaping from the doldrums in
which writing teachers sometimes find themselves—the editors offer
it in the same spirit as conventious and journals on the teaching of

¢ English are offered to teachers: as a sharing of various ideas. Many
are innovative, we think: a few contradict cach other; but all have
been tried and judged successful. This book is nothing more nor less
than a chance to learn what teachers of ontstanding high school
writers know about methods that work for them in teaching writing.

L.K.H.

for the committee
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In setting up writing objectives, . . , a teacher has to ask, more than !
any other question: what kind of writing best serves the development
of the person.concemed; how can the student search ot himself, and
how can he relate to the rest of the world? The student must do swrit-
ing tha _.s‘qtisfies himself, but ultimately he must communicate <with
othegs” The student hgs to write what he cares about in;the context of |
life” about him. To find relevarice in the act, the writcr 'must assoclate
with his otwn tire, with his own environment, and with. concerns with

/u:hich he can identify. : i
. Sister Christina Welch, SS]

St. Agnes High School _
Rochester, New )’mlk .
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The task of getting started is often more tramthic than the act of ~

writing itself. Most of us have watched those faces around the class—™

room twist and agonize, pray and swear as egch student seeks the o
© proper visitation from his muse to bring to lif¢ on paper not only a

good theme but a teacher-accepted one. -

And'—xso. the clock moves methodically forward with each ticking
minute reminding the prospective writer that fiot only is he no nearer -~~~ .-
his goal, he is sinking deeper and deeper int a quagmire. _ -

The' first six essays in this book take as thejr special area of interest
the art of getting the student started to write; The old tasks of motiva-
tion aud preparation loom mightily en the ¢ompositional horizon. For
the teacher it is easier to full back upon t]ne old thrust: as the bell
rines the students ¢b rge for the deceptive/freedom of a hallway, the
teacher screams ou  tomorrow’s assignment—to write a theme on o
topic of vour own  .oosing. /

But there hes been no preparation—no motivation—not even an
indication that the tcacher wants to read; what will be written. Let's
not deceive ourselves; the stndents knpw the rules—they -are re-
quired to attend school in part to learn to write, and we are hired by
schoo!l officials to read their writing. There’s not much more thrill for
them in writing for a captive audience than for us in teaching a cap-

" tive audience. : :

Norman Frey, in the frst article of this section, anticipates many
of the burdens of teaching not just the composition itself. He urges
that we teach the process of the compasition. His emphasis is on teach-
ing hefore the writing is done in order to avoid the frustration of a
returncd paper with teacher-serawled red dicta that can only lead to
student humitiation and disconragenent. The “how-tos™ are key factors
in teaching composition: he eschews abstractions, observing, “The
abstract terms . . . can be established as a result of the student’s own
experience, not as a preliminary dictuin,”

Frey offers one bit of sage advice reminiscent of that proposed by
G. B. Harnson in Profession of Enzlish (New York: Harcourt Brace
Fak

3
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Jovanovich, 1973), Both Frey and Harrison warn against comparing
this fall's students with last spring’s performers. Remember, the new
taces in this fall's class have not esperienced the great benefits of a
year's tutelage by you, the master teacher. Harrison savs in this vein,
“One diffichilty in our profession is that every year we ourselves know a
little more of our subject while each new generation of students starts
at the same level. Hence the feeling that this year's bateh is always
rather” worse than its predecessors; which is depressing, until we
realize that it is we who have changed”

In the second article, Mary C. Commers suggests a device for aiding
the student uncertain of how to use evidence from within a literary
work to support an established thesis. By using Hamlet as her work
under study, she shows the students how to find supportive evidence
for a theme topic as they study the work, rather than waiting until
the end to decide on approaches and support for a subject.  *

" The teacher as-provocateur is the primary thrust of L. Dale Griffith’s
essay. Sonicwhat idealistic in his approach, Griflith is himself quite
provocative in suggesting tat motivation is the key to any successful
writing, He employs the metaphor of wrestling with the angel of lan-
guage as the means by which his students come alive on paper. No
stilted,, dull assignments for him. Instead there must be a conflict
between student and teacher. between anthor and reader, that brings
a composition to reality. Acain there's the feeling that the teacher
must be an appreciative and eritical reader—one who responds to
what he reads. : -

“Writing Short Stories” by Dorothea (. Burkhart proposes the use
of pictures, sonuds, experiences front which students may derive back-
grounds for stories. Long ago, John Milton advocated delaving com-
position skills until students had encountered sufficient experiences to
draw upon for their writing, Now, by means of all forms of media, the
modern student vicariously absorbs times. places, people, events, and
emotions to fodder his emerging imagination, :

Using the approach that writing possesses great therapeutic value,
Charles W Spuracon applies Dr.. Thomas Harris's concept of OK-ness
to the composition classroom, Spurgeon challenges the English teacher:
"We can .o provide excellent stimulation and encouragement for
written connmunication through Teacher-Student interactions on the
objective, problem-solving level of Adult-Adult.” Onee more it's a
matter of respecting the student’s expression of ideas and displaying
an interest in reading that expression. He continnes to observe that
fantasizing a reading andicnee detracts from, if not destrovs, much of
the student's incentive. Te knows he's writing for the teacher; the
teacher should respond to that writing as part of & “slogue.

And Sandra I Beebe sees value in film study to open doors for
composition. Suggesting specifie films to motivate, she uses especially
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children’s fillms to téach the value and use of symbols, Observing that

the film cuplovs techniques of good writing, such as succinetness,

form, characterization, i she notes, “Good films are constructed like

good essays; there is a relation that binds together all art forms.”
While-these essays arve aimed at helping you, the teacher, get your

students prepared to write;perhaps their groatest strength lies in their

motivation ot you, the teacher, to teach, veally teach, composition.
After all, that's what-this whole book is about.

Dennis Loyd
Department of English
David Lipscomb College
Nashville, Tennessee
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Teaching Before
The Composition Is Written

Norman L. Frey, Teacher, English Department
New Trier High School East, Winnetka, Hlinois

Y

Teaching composition is more difficult to describe as a process thun
the “non-teaching” of composition, In the latter case, the teacher makes
the assicnment (Write a paper on the effects of isolation on Hester
and Pearl, five pages in length, due Friday.): asks, “Do you have any
questions®”’; receives as a response complaints about the due date or,
even worse, about the novel itself; manages to silence the disgruntled;
and goes on to other matters, If real teaching oceurs, too often it takes
place after the damage is dbne and efficiently summed up by the
symbol “C-" Tme, the postmortem has a certain valne in showing
students how, why, and where they went wrong (or, in some cases,
right ). becanse there is always the chance that these lessons will earry
over to the next assigmnent; but for the majority of students, that
chance is not a sufficient substitute for the real teaching of composition,

For too many stndents, the postmortem alone is ineffective as ¢
teaching method becanse () the erade infuriates or bedazzles and,
so, eclipses the explanation: wither they are defensive, which gives way
to sullenness and. Tater, offensive tacties, or they tune ont the critique
since the “A” or "B” indicates there is nothing more to learn: (b) they
fail to make the transter between review of the old in preparation for
writing the new, because the next paper is a distant goal (unpleasant
even to contemplate in the glorious now), and they are interested in
more immediate gratification: (¢) they lose interest in the instruction
because the etmphasis at this point is presented iu the deductive pat-
tern: the technigues and generalizations are applied to what is now
afinished product, fossilized, and conelusions are prepackaged by the
teacher and presented from the domain of his brilliance,

In o sense, the postmortem as the major method of teaching com-
position encourages the student to hea passive observer of congposition,
rather than an active participant in the process of ereating and com-
posing. Feaching composition cannot be reguaded as a "filler™ activity
after the papers are retined to the class. On the contrary, to teach
the skills of composition deliberately and seqnentially requires time
in cliss—and plenty of it. Exen in conjunction with the study of lit-
cratrre, composition can. he tanght when the moment is appropriate.
In fact, the two can be woven tosether. In the study of literatare, this
duality is certainly possible by giving attention to the natters of words
andd sentences and technignes of rhetorical effectiveness, as well s

6




Norman L. Frey .' 7

the larger units of the paragraph, dominant effect, primary fntention,
ete. And. as ideas in the literature are discussed, they can be related
to their use in student papers, both past and torthcoming.

As indicated at the outset, deseribing the process of how to teach
composition is difficult, but general suggestions can be offered which
the individual teacher may adapt to his own style.

Especially at the beginning of the year and during the fist semester,
begin teaching when the assignment is made, both to motivate the
students and to instruct. Present the assignment to the class in detail;
then, either in the large group, or in small group work or partnerships,
have the students begin the process of thinking and composing. If you
do not want to use the actual topic or problem you have assigned for -
individual student writing, use a theoretical example or assignment
similar to the “live” one as the class sample. In the case of large-group
instruction, use the blackboard or the overhead projector to demon-
strate, to get down ideas. Most important, get discussion going so that
the students become engaged in the work of composing. Occasionally,
make use of individual confereiices in the classroom. The time and
occasions spent on teaching for the next composition can be varied. If
the assicnment is complex, break the time spent into several half-
period sessions. Give as much role as possible to students themselves
by ‘asking them to prepare to denmﬂlstvate or discuss the next step.

Now that method has been introdyeed, the problem is what to dis-
cuss. what to demonstrate. Begin bi.lotting the class suggest the ap-
proaches to handling the assignment.(Encourage them to begin the
actual composing. Consider the ultc.'rn'.ltivp/\[:'uys of approach, depend-
ing upon the demands of subject and audience. Together, you and
they should examine the ideas of substantive matter, enriching some
ideas. discarding others for whatever reasons. Since you obviously
will know vour objectives in making the assignment (both composi-
tional and substantive). vou can direct your questions in order to
stimulate the students’ thinking aud to elicit responses. It is not so
necessary or important to focus on abstract terms (comparison /con-
trast, thesis. incident, sub-point details, although these should be
recognized) as it is actually to show hotw to relate two points of com-
parison to a larger idea: hotw to compose an introduction that suggests
the organizational plan of the total paper as well as stating the subject
and indicating the writer’s attitude toward it; how to integrate a text
quotation into the writer's own sentence; how to accuinulate details
to support an idea and fiow to arrange them for maximum effective-
ness: how to establish cogency between sub-points and paragraph
topic. The abstract terms (which are really generalizations of experi-
ence) can be established as a result of the student’s own experience,
not as a preliminary dictum,

In more complex assignments, it is even a good idea to have students
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bring in their introductory paragraphs or ether purts of the writing &
for class discussion and eritique before they invest time and encrgy in

~writing the rest of their papers. As the students become more knowl-
edgeable about composition, they can work in pairs or in snall groups,
constructively evaluating each other's paners (or parts of the papers)
before the final draft is written. The success “of this technique, of
course, depends upou the teacher's ‘having clearly established the
criteria of evaluation for all papers and, specifically, for the particular l[
paper at. hand. In addition, students might be asked occasionally to
write a critique of their own papers before they are submitted to the
teacher. Both paper and critique are then submitted so that the teacher
can see the ctudent’s critical perceptions of his own work. Not only
will this encourage a student to be more deliberate in his own writing,
but the teacher will be able to spot the problem of a student’s knowing
twhat to do but not how to do it, thus identifying elements that require
further instruction. Again, the value lies in actively engaging the stu-
dents in the deliberate processes of composition, stimulating them to
help cach other (as well as themselves), drawing from them tech-
nicues of composition and ideas which many of them do know, but
which lie dormant in the silence of their study corners at home,

During this process, specific questions‘will arise more naturally than
they will in response to the isolated question, “Are there any ques-
tions?” And the cuestions will give the teacher the opportunity to
teach. In addition to handling students’ quedtionrs, the teacher will also
have the opportunity to review areas from past papers that should be
especially noted in the upcoming paper. Ask the students themselves

- to identify the important lessons learned in the past papers. They
*should review their last papers in preparation for the new and share
the information with the rest of the class. Also. you, the teacher, will
be able to present new elements of increasing difficulty. Obviously,
the skills and demands are cumulative; but vou should avoid expecting
first-semester students to write as the best of last year's students did
in May. If vou understand your objectives and see them in sequence,
you will know exactly what and how much to introduce in each suc-
ceeding assignment.

No teacher should feel that this kind of activity is tiine stolen from
the study of literature. Tnstead. a cliss period (or two or three) spent
preparing for the composition is a good investment. The postmortem
that accompanies the returning of marked papers can then be used to
reinforce the particular elements of composition stressed in that assign-
ment. It is useful, in the postinortem session, to examine and discuss
good papers (duplicated, shown on an overhead projector, or read
aloud by students). But it iy more important to look at the successes
than at the failares, Tsolating individual problems before the group
can be seriously damaging to the individnal student and, ultimately,
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Y What should T write about™ “I dow’t know what to say!” These are
friquent complaints voiccd by students once a composition or creative
writing course is well underweay and frosh subject matter seems hard
to come by, An assignment that provoked thoushtful,prose and some
vivid poctry came from Time magazine's end-of-the-year news reciew.,
The major crents of 1972 were illustrated by thumbnail action photos
—Angela Davis on the shoulders of her devoted followers, Arald terror-
ists bloodying the Olympics, an IRA gunman, cte. These T cut out and
i ribber-comonted to 3-x-53 index cards and passed out the first day
i hack from Christmas vacation. Students were allowed to trade cards
l if they were uninspircd by the one they receiced at random, Responses
were enthusiastic and varied—nballads, cditorials, and a poem,

Norman L. Frey . | ' 9

to the morale of the whole class. But presenting on ditto ten or twenty
problem sentences or some problem paragraphs (whose writers re-
main anonymous) can be a natural part of “teaching composition, if
you have established an atmosphere of comfort and security in the
classroom.

In one way or another, teaching hefore the composition is written’
should be a continuing part of the writing program of the entire year,
but as the students become more experienced. more sophisticated,
more capable of dealing with the demands of composition on their
own, the procedure can be modified, shortened, and occasionally
dropped, except for clarification of the assigniment and direct explana-

" tion of points that are particular to that assignment. Teaching before

the paper is due, however, is especially important in the case of de-
manding assignments. It is a good investinent in that due date when
vou pack the fifty or seventy-five or one hundred papers into your
briefcase, slmxpcn the red penci!, and anticipate the many hours of
reading . that lic ahead—hours that may be more pleasurable than
painful.

, Barbara ]. Dittrich
L'Anse Creuse High School
Mt Clemens, Michizan
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“Grounds More Relative”
“For Hamlet Essays «
! -

Mary C. Commers, Chairman, English Department
Lincoln Southeast High §chool, Lincoln, Nebraska

Not only was “something rotten in Denmark.” but something also
seemed to be rotten with the Hamlet essays my seniors of former years
“had written as a eulminating activity after class study of the play. Too
often their essavsiexpressed opinions not supported by the text.

This semester I tried a new approach. On the first day of our study
of the plav. I passed around a box containing more than forty thesis
statements tvped on mdividual index eards. Each student drew a card;
if he disliked the thesis statement he drew. he was permitted to trade
with a classmate during the period By the end of the period, how-
ever, each student had copied his thesis statement on a master sheet
so that no two students had the same project.

Students were advised to collect evidence relating to their thesis
statements while we studied the play, act by act. As we completed an
act. each student submitted a paper listing the thesis statement and
lines from that act which either supported or negated the statement.
By skimming the lines submitted by a particular student. T was able
to determine rapidly whether that student understond his thesis and
could collect supportive evidence for it. For those few students who
had difficulty identifving appropriate lines in the first act or two, 1
suggested additional or alteraate lines. After a little guidance, all stu-
dents were able to tind lines relevant to their particular subject.

Evidence for most thesis statements was contained in all acts. but
for those few for which no pertinent lines appeared in a partienlar act,
the student merely listed his thesis statement with the sentence, I
am nnable to find evidence for mv thesis in this act.” Most studeats
eollected far more evidence than they conld use in writing their final
essavs. and thus they had the worthwhile composing process of or-
eanizing. choosing, and discarding facts. Becanse the teacher was able
to work with each student five times during the prewriting period. no
stindent wrote a final essay which was unsuccessful because of either
illogical or unsupported opinion.

A list of the thesis statements distributed among my students is in-
cluded below: next fall T shall expand the list. for as T read and evalu-
ated this vear’s Hamlet essays. T found myself thinking about the teach-
ing of composition not as in former years:

O cursed spite
That ever I was born to set it right!
10 '
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but rather that my writing assignment had “prov'd most royally.”

Suggested Thesis Statements for Hamlet Essays

Hamlet is representative of all mankind.

Hamlet is representative of Renadssance man.

Hamlet is frequently introspective,

Hamlet is capable of deep allection.

Claudius is a hvpocrite, '

Polonius is Joyal to the king.

Gertrude is weak-wilked.

Ophelia is a victim of circuinstance.

Hamlet isa ghost story,

Shakespeare presents certain concepts about ghosts,

Hamlet resembles modern murder mysteries.

In Hamlet we see with Hamlet's eyes and think his thoughts.

Polonius is a futile busybody.

As the play progresses, Hamlet becomes increasingly more isolated
from normal human relationships. |

The events in Hamlet are influenced by forces greater thun human,

Many questions are raised in Hamlet.

Horatio is a skeptical stoic.

Horatio follows Polonius’s advice, “To thine own self be true.”

Menbers of the Fortinbras family figure significantly in Huamlet.

Hamlet possesses-great sensitivity,

Hamlet is primarily concerned with the pursuit of truth

Clandius lacks redeeming qualities,

Claudius is concerned with the safety and welfare of hls subjects.

Hamlet experiences both internal and external conflicts,

Hamiet contains scenes of dramatie spectacle,

Hamlet faces a hostile world,

In the conrse of the drama, Hamlet loses his childhood innocence,

Hamlet's actions are in contradiction with his conscience,

Hamlet contains images of disease and decay.

Hamlet was-both a man of thonght and a man of action.

Hamlet is concerned with several kinds of “play”: wordplay,
swordplay, and stage play,

Hamlct contains the theme of the distinction between what is real
and what seems to be,

Hamlet involves both private and state affairs.

Hamlct teaches that atonement must be made for sin,

The central plot of Hamlet concerns a search for justice,

Horatio rémains a true friend to Hamlet.

Hamlet concerns the role and responsibility of kingship.

A parallel may be drawn between the royal families of Norway
and of Deumark,

Hamlet, Lacrtes, and Fortinbras are in similar situations,

11
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Wordimg: A Wrestling
With the Awge of Langnage

L. Dale Griffith, Chairman, English Department
Barrington High School, Barrington, Hlinols

The best efforts in writing are provoked, not trained. And he whe
would faney himself a teacher of writing would cast himself in the
role of provocatenr rather than tramer. I one accepts these premises,
the emplasis will fall less upon the character of writing and more
upon the conflict underlyving all effective writing, |

A majority of writing textbooks and classroom procedures in the
teaching of composition ocenpy themselves with what T label the
character of writing, They are concerned with the character of the
product—whether a rough or final draft. They train the student in
diction. correct constructions, effective transitional devices, rhetorical
tools. et cetera. The underlving assumption is that the good drama of
writing depends primarily upon the character of the product.

I question the assumption. Good drama does not begin with well-
developed character studies, Engaging drama depends upon arresting
comflict. ont of which, in turn, convincing character .develops. The
drama of writing is no exception, Writing is a wrestling with the
ancel of langnage. The strugele ensues in the darkness, imposing
itself upon the wonld-be author without his knowing what the out-
come will be. He crapples with the angel until the angel promises to
bless him, and then he awakens to behold the first evidence of that
hiessing,

Now this Tabor with the aungel of language must be provoked.
Neither the dreamer nor the angel enters upon it withont sufficient
provacation, That provocation must consist of vital conflict—conflict
that the dresmer eannot resist or see fit to avoid.

What is so wroneg. or so weak, with the writing pyograms in most
elassrooms s that the writing is unprovoked. No conflict has been
stirred which the student is nrac * about. He would sooner sleep than
dream. The role of the teacher is to help the student put himself in
tonch with the dssnes that will engage him in battle with the angel of
lanusnage,

Surely fow persons have arappled with this angel over the character
of his word choice or sentence straeture. Snch dreams would be of
frotful substance at best. These are matters left to oneself in ordering
afFairs after being granted the blessing, One fights for the blessing with
the very soul of what he vet knows not. knowing only that he must

12
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bring it to light lest the night of chaos never tumn to the dawn of order

and tranquility,
That substance is there for evervone. Who has not known the night
that he would have turned to dawn?® Often he will pick up the battle

" for himself if given time, Fiftgen or twenty minutes set aside daily for

journal writing will plunge many a person into that match sooner or

later. At other times the woyld-be author is dependent upon someone

else—why should it not bejthe teacher?—to become the incarnation
of that angel of language long enough to hook him in a discussion of
one of his anxicties. Or.to gress him to struggle with a newly emerging
awareness growing out of 'his recent reading. In any one of these in-
stances what is demandedis a presence. A person is present unto him-
self in a way that he usually is not, coming face to face with that inside
himself which demands gttention. Or another person—and again, why
not the teacher®—is that presence entering into a dialogue that' is
demanding enough to pin down the blessing that so urgently wants to
be spoken it strugeled’ with long enough. That presence, however it
is afforded. is the audience, That is with whom and for whom the
struggle ensues. No one can fabricate or superimpose an audience to
stimulate real writing. The angel of lunguage does not appear in such

the real stuff of the imagination,

I was invited to submit this essay because a winner of the NCTE
Achievement Awards in Writing designated me as a good teacher of
writing. Thinking I know who he is, I am recalling an excellent piece
of writing that he submitted in the competition. It was an essay that
arew out of his reading of Archibald MacLeish’s .B. T remember how
that student struggled with the existentialist definition of man coming

to peace with himself versus the orthodox understanding of man'’s

relationship with God which the student had brought with him to the
reading of the drama. The several classroom hours of difficult, some-
times tedious prodding and of half-angry rebuttals are vivid, Out of
that conflict with himself, with me. and with his classmates arose his
convincing essay. That conflict. not the character of his particular
sentences and phrases, was the substance of his essay. The character
of his writing was a by-product of that conflict.

Yes, I can dimly recall working with him in refining that character,
but that work was secondary to the primary endeavor that was finish~d.
Whatever was demanded of that secondary task was spoken by the
substance of the conflict that had emerged. What was involved at that
point was an editing job, and my turning from the role of provocateur
to that of assisting editor.

Perhaps someone will remind me that this final editing job won the
Achievement Award in Writing. If so, awards are being handed out
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for the wrong achievements, which is not unusual. The character of a
great man is often gazed upon without recognizing the creative dis-
turbance underlying it Easy Ivries are written of dreamers and dreams
with no awareness of the blessings procured in the de pths of the night,

e min s e e e ceavis e bt b lbeemem b e e s = e e = s PR e e e e e -

There can be no quarrel with clear communication as a desired out-
come of writing, but is it or should it be the chicf motive? Is communi-
cation as a motive rcally applicable to the student, who mostly writes
for one reader and that a hypercritical one? Some teachers get students
beyond this single readership by designing assignments that will pro-
vide a widcr audience: ‘others in the class, or others in the building
(through competition, newspaper, magazine), or even those outside the
school. Fine, but the student may need no audience at all.

For above all—and it is an cxquisite torture to come to know—writ-
ing is thinking, the most exact and cxacting kind of thinking. It is not
as though one somchow arranged materials in his own mind and then
found the means of ordering them in like pattern on his paper. If that
were so, students might rightly call the written word into question and
wondcr if speaking or drawing or taping thoughts were not as correct
and certainly more cfficient. But those will not always do. for the
written word is the crucial sorting out, unfolding, and re s‘kapmg of
thought and feeling. It is one of the last havens of quiet, precise, evoc-
ative expression in q world given over increasingly to generality and
conrentional phrase. '

John K. Vargo
Shaker Heights High School
Shaker Heights, Ohio

—_———te _____}
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Writing Short Stories

Dorothea G. Burkhart, Head, English Department
T'roy High School, Troy, New York

“How can [ write a shoit story? . /

“Where do I start™
“Do Thave to know the ending first?” j

If von have ever assigned the writing of a short story and then,
suffered through its evaluation, agonizing over how to keep a positive,
approach in your critical analysis, -vout know the problems. You may’
even have decided that the project is over-ambitious for high school
stiidents and resolved never to try it acain. ' -’

Convinced. however, that even an attempt to write a short story is
a valuable student experience, I continued to struggle, A cookbook,
cupboard, a camera, and a tape recorder came to my aid. Reading a
recipe one pre-dinner evening, T was reminded that without a cup-
hoard full of ingredients no recipe could insure a successful product,
Was not this just what T was doing with my short story writing assign-
ments—providing recipes without filling the cupboard first?

Enter the camera. A little searching in my own neighborhood vielded
some interesting photographic subjects: an old Victorian mansion, a
Wuthering-Heights farmhouse, a modest but substantial family dwell-
ing. a chetto-looking apartment facade, Projected simultancously on
ceiling, sereen. and side walls, the slides invited immediate comment -
as mv students entered the classroom several weeks later, A short story
writing unit was Liunched.

As soon as conversation and comments gquieted, T asked each student
to zero in on one of the slides and to take about fifteen minutes to
brainstorm his reaction to it. Single words, phrases defining sounds,
testures, smells—anvthing the students could think of to bring the
slides to verbal life—were to be written down. Floor plans were to be
formulated, inside rooms sketehily deseribed,

By the time the period was over. cach member in the class had
established a setting for a short story. Before he returned the next
day, he had assenibled his ideas, the first of several days’ outside work.
I then collected the papers recording the ideas wnd filed them into
individual folders. Thev became the raw material for the short story
cach student now knew he wonld he writing,

The second dav, pictures agiin greeted the studentsc H youn are in-

15
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terested in photography, vou may have already developed a collection

of photographic character studies; if vou have not, you may find such

a project highly rewarding. If you have neither vour own nor access
to another’s collection, you can use the opaque projector with almost

. as much snccess. Whatever vou do, have available a wide variety of

photographs: habies, small children, young people, old people, blacks,

“whites, orientals, people singing, people dancing, people working,
ordinary people, eccentiic people, Project them, one after the other, _

until the sensibilities of yvour students are inundated with impressions.

iJo not linger with any. at least not at this initial showing.

Instructions should be simple: “Let vour imaginations run loosely
over all the possibilities you have for establishing a central character

-for vour storv.” Then. shut off the projector and ask the students to

take five minutes to think about a character thev feel would make the
best choiee for a protagonist. Once they have done this, ask them to
start writing. What does the person look like? How old is he? What
does he like? What does he dislike? Is he lonely? Is he happy? Before
the class ends. tell cach student to turn in on the following day his
present notes as well as some additional ideas for other characters he
feels he might need in his story. Our second day ended with apparent
suceess; interest and enthusiasm were both evident.

By the third day it was apparent also that we had established some
basies. but we still had no plot. no story. Now it was the tape recorder’s
turn. A little concentration on moments of high tension in radio or
television drama had produced some interesting audio-vignettes. (If
this presents a problem, simply tape some readings from critical mo-
ments in fiction, although this is not quite so effective.) "After we
listened to the recordings, we joined forces to compose. on the board,
an old-fashioned radio-announcer’s soap-opera come-on: Will John
get Alice even though Elizabeth has vowed she will do evervthing in
her power to prevent their marriage? Will little Susan’s father re-
member her existence [tension], or will he remain lost in his deep,
personal grief [danger]?®

It was not hard to move from a class tormulation of those questions
to a cluss identification of the element common to each: tension. How
is tension produced? By fear. What created fear® Danger. Must danger
always be physical? No. not necessarily. Danger is inherent in any
threatened change in the status quo. Protagonists must be caught up
in danger. react, fight. and eventually win or lose. And so student dis-
ennion led to the inderstanding that a storv's beginning must estab-
lish tension. the middle must intensify it, the climax must focus it,
and the resolution release it —for both the character and the reader.
Also. pitted against danger. the protagonist must demonstrate whether
he deserves to win or lose.

For the remainder of the period the voung writers concentrated on

s
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developing their own conflict-questions, due the next morning. Set-
ting, character, and incident were joining hands. A plot was forming,
and from the conflict-question a story thcu)c was evolving.

The fourth day we listened to music:  ajclassical fugue, a Strauss

waltz, @ Chopin prelude, a bit of rock, an dlectronic composition, We |

wrote and shared response words., We tallj'ed of mood and tone, We
read beginnings of short stories: :

We watched at the window all that aftermnoon. Old Gramma came
out of the room and said, “Now-you kid$ get away from there this
very minute . . .” - : ' :

—
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We read endings:

Old Grumma said Jesus! and stumbled down on her knees by
Manma. Then the awful bulging pain in my stomach exploded and
I knew that Mama wasn’t just sleeping now . . .

—]J. F. Powers, “The Trouble”

Bv the fifth dav the students were more than ready to write. Clues \

to plot were tumbling out of the landscape, springing from the. per-

-sonality of the protagonist, evolving along with the identification of

tension. blending through the establishment of mood and tone.

One more week was needed for in-class writing and for teacher

accessibility for comment and advice, A ditto sheet of directions as to
how to write and punctuate dialogue was available for each student.
Dictionaries and thesauri were plainly in evidence. A few minutes
spent at the beginning of a period considering the use of a strong verb
in place of an adverbial description proved very profitable.
A day or two before the due-date some group attention to title-
writing offered a needed break., Again the slide projector was used to
advantage. Slides of cars—a Comet, a Pinto, a Fury, a Mustang—were
shown and the class identified them by name. What would have been
the effect had they been called Moon, or Plowhorse, or Donkey? We
moved on to slides of book jackets and discussed the alliteration in
Pride and Prejudice. the Biblical allusion in The Little Foxes. the lit-
erarv allusion in The Sound and the Fury, the imagery in The Heart
Is a Lonely Hunter, By this time the voung writers were so involved in
their stories that their very egos were working overtime to help the
teacher help them. They wanted to do their best.

Perhaps vou, too, by stocking the cupboard with some imaginative
stimuli, at least will have lessened the trauma of the write-a-short-story
assignment. Even though vou may not have guaranteed perfection,
you will have assured some basic understandings; and, together, vou
and vour class will have developed some interesting entrees into fic-
tional creation,

L



© D Temette e b ge semey semremae—
a AN

i . )
Wrding from OK-ness ‘- ¥y
L .
Cheoles W, Spurgeon, Teacher, English Department
Rolling. Hills High School, Rolling Hills Estates, California
More and more, T believe, the teaching of composition is becoming
.. -a-therapeutic pracess, Although the secondary English classroom s
. . hardly the place for a therapy session, T am convincéed that good -

writing, that special combination of eraft and skill with insight, in- .
tuition, taste, and style, is achieved only when classroom interactions
convey “I'ni OK—You're OK.” - '

It -doesn’t take much experience in transactional analysis to recog-
nize the psyehological hazards to good writing imposed by the Parent-
Child (Teacher-Student) relationship in traditionally struetured class-
roows, perhaps even in some “open” classrooms. I short. Teacher is
OR. since he knows how to writd, and Students are Not OK, since they
haven't vet learned how to write according to Teacher's standards.
Not-OR-ness implies  serious self-negativity  that generates  self-
conscions inferiority, _ _

It. as Dr, Thomas Harris believes, the natural life position or self-

“attitude of the Child-Student is “I'm Not OK—Yon're OK.” around
this “if " are wathered the multitude of psyehosocial variables and prob-
lems which every English teacher needs to recoguize betore he asks
or conunands students to write, '

Is it possible to feach anyvone how to write? T don't think we can
“teach writing per se any more than we can teach someone how to walk,
talk. or read. We can, however, provide excellent stimmulation and en-
couragement for written connnnnication through Teacher-Student in-
“teractions on the objective, problem-solving level of Adult-Adult,

Teacher-Student relationships involve problems of greater concern
than the traditional liberal-conservative tonchy issues of censorship
and freedon: of expression. At least. for the teacher of composition in
A Skinnerian-boxed classroom. censorship and freedom of expression
depend upon the Teacher-Student relationship.

Consider, for a simple example, the tensions that exist and can erupt '
when a preadolescent or adoleseent coufesses personal problems to his
Faoalish teacher in a jonmal or diaey, bt refuses to disenss private
problems with his purents, This is in part. of course, a natural growth
process in teenagers, seeking emancipation from parents vet exploring
other audinits as parent ficiives as a means of attainins Adult-Adult e.
Letionships.

Yet. how Teacher and Student cope with this tension is but the
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beginning of learning to write, of actualizing honest thought and
assertive self-expression. And, despite whatever arguments composition
teachers may professionalize into reality, Student talking to Teacher -
is the crux of the composition experience in the classroom.

Why do we fantasize and phantomize the student’s rcadmg audi-
ence? To what possible reading population is the itudent ‘research
paper” directed to justify his trving to become “one” instead of being
“1"? In-class writing, like talking, has been so long corrupted by un-
realistic teaching methods and learning environments that 1 feel a
simple and wondrous joy when T meet a student who re.zlly wants to
write, In every class I meet students who “know” they can’t write—
students who'll argue for hours, if I'm foolish enough to hassle them,
that “it’s impossible for me—you just don't understand.”

But T do understand. And I'm a’teacher. 1 know the misery of hav-
ing my emotious and thoughts judged and n aded by Teachers-as-
Paviov who conld care less about the” “me” who does the writing.
Fortunately, T also know the helpful comfort of the teacher whose atti-
tudes and appraisals of my writing communicate, “You're OK, though
perhaps we can immprove vour writing.”

Obviously, what I'm trving to say doesn’t apply to every teaching
sitiation, and it's a burden of langnage and ego not to generalize the
truths of private experience. It seems to me, though, that most learning .
situations are ridiculously self-defeating. and teachers and students
need survival strategies, not teaching-learning methodologics, theories,
or behavioral objectives. So, in spite of the impossibilities of teaching
writing, what do I do in v classroom that works? :

First. realize that the room is not “my” classroom and that the I'm-
supposed-to-he-here learners are not “my” students. This means killing

the possessive und demanding Parent and becoming Adult.

Through realistic an-t natural enthusiasm I generate a sharing sensi-
tivity in which we. learners together. can see the power words have
over enotinus, the power of words to control hehavior through ideals,
beliefs, doctrines, suggestions, associations, implications, Giving, group
attention to word magic, to myth, easily proves that behavior modifi-
cation doesn’t necessarily imply teacher-as-Skinner in a classroom box,
Conscious attention hmplies free will and free choice of the Adults
and Young Adnlts who choose to discover together the how's of words,
of grammar and of rhetoric.

Good writing demands enormons attention. not ¢oncentration which
is enforced, to meanings and the conventionalized skills and artistic
techniques which help give mean'nus to others. Composition in high
school classes should, therefore, be based on important meanings, the
interests and needs of the students as well as those of the teacher.

Classroorm writing shonld he emotional, exploratory, experimental,
and should be euided tewards objective nnderstanding of personal
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experience, “Standard English” should be shelved to reference book-
- cases. The polished conformity of the “Prestige Diulect” should not
be deductively superimposed on learners, since the qualities and attri-
butes of good communication cian be inductively drawn into the realm
of their conscious attention,

Perhaps the best single experience in a composition class is to
thoughtfully ponder the Gestalt Prayer,* then to analyze Teacher-
Student interactions to see how lanzuage determines personal and
other OK-ness. The Gestalt Praver totally destroys the traditional ex-
pectations and demands of Teacher-Parent on Student-Child; it
creates an atmosphere of linguistic democracy—not the mediocrity of
equality, but the here and now development of language of, by, and
for the people. Of course, the so-called Pygmalion efect of students
trying to live up to teacher’s expectations can give immediate and
measurable results, which teachers who subsist on behavioral objec-
tives may find necessary. Nonetheless, traditional Teacher-Student
roles in composition classes reinforce the “please the Parent,” and I
don’t believe anyone has ever learned to write well hy kissing up to
Pop.

Within the classroom, the Gestalt Prayer is a demand for OK-ness.
The ending of Teacher’s role as expecter-demander helps create the
freedom to learn. In such freedom, self-negativity as well as self-
realization can be actualized as good writing experiences. The success
of composition instruction depends, I believe, upon the growth of
Teacher-Student OK-ness, and the qualities and attitudes of “I'm OK
—You're OK” can best be achieved in the classroom through use of
the Gestalt Prayer.

* The Gestalt Prayer is the gift of Fredarick S. Perls to help each of us “to be-
come real, to learn to take a stand, to develop one's center . . . The Prayer reads:
I do my thing, and you do your thing. .
I am not in this world te live up to
your exjmctations
And you are not in this workl to live up to mine,
You are you, and I am |,
And if by chance, we find each other,
it's beautiful.
If not, it can’t be helped.
—Introduction, Gestalt Therapy Verbutim
by Frederick 8. Perls (Moab, Utah; Real
People Press, 19G2)




E

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

The Symbolism Game

Sandra E. Bechbe, Teacher, English Department
Garden Grove High School, Garden Grove, California

{

“One picture is worth a thousand words” is a trite and, happl]v not

"altogether true statement for the teacher of composition: but in this

visually oriented NOW, when television presents the entire Civil War
in one hour (wmplvte with a “chase” scene and a torrid love affair),
the “with it” teacher cannot fail to use the power and fascination of .
the film as a teaching aid and a motivator of composition. I.am an
avid television-watcher and  picture-show-goer, and I noticed that
many of the most stimulating teaching days in my seventeen vears at
Garden Grove High School were spent in dxqcussmg how last night's
“Star Trek” handled a specific idea or how Eve Arden as a pseudo-
detective knew the criminal was, smart because he used a semicolgn
correctly in the ransom note,
So when the opportunity to plan for a junior-senior semester clective
called “Critical Reading and Writing” presented itself three years ago,
I hied myself to our local film library to investigute the possibility of
teaching the larze body of basic ideas. concepts, and art-foim tech-
niques through the film. The eighteen-week time limit demanded a
speedy, immediate, and graspable approach to the fundamentals of
theme, structure, and technique. And the library provided the ap-
propriate medium—children's films—which. for the child, provide the
delights of balloons, aninals. and other children but hold for the adult
and the near-adult (who may be viewing them a second or third time)
a wealth of new pereeptions.
The films I chose. and the order in which they were presented in
the first five weeks of the course, were the followi ing ones:

1. The Red Balloon (Brandon, color. 39 minutes);

2. The Strinchean (Contemporary, color and b w, 17 minutes);

3. The Golden Fish (Brandon, color. 20 minutes);

4. Paris Weekend (Brandon. b w, 20 minutes);

5. Bageace (ACI Films, b w. 22 minutes): _

6. Chromophobia (International Film Bureau, color and b 'w, 11
minutes);

7. The Daisy (CCM Filins, color. 6 minutes);

S. Refiner's Fire (Fntropy Productions, color. 8 minutes); and

9. The Boiled Ece { Contemporary, color, 5 minutes).

Other similar filims would do. T am sure. as long as there is no dia-
logne to interfere with the visnal conceptualizution. For purposes of
21
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our study. we lumped everything under the general title of “Sym-
bolism.” and anything qualified for discussion; a short film, like a short
story, doesn’t have titme to waste on extrancons material,

Some sample questions might include “Why is the balloon_red? Why
not purple, pink, or puce? What's the difference hetween a red rose
and a vellow daisy? Why does Maria in West Side Story wear white
with a red sash at'the beginning of the filn and red and black at the
end® (The possihilities of color symbolism are endless.) “Why is the
stringhean green? Why a bean at all> Why not a carrot or a potate?

Why is the fish colden?

“What areas of society reject the halloon® Why® What is the balloon?
Just becanse it looks like a balloon, docs it have to be a balloon ut all?
What is the stringbean to the old Lidyv? She actually takes it (him,
her?) for a walk in the park! And why is the park in color and her

room in black and white? Is the man in the dark suit like the black

cat? And does the cat (with a white heart on his chest?) deliberately
drop the-defenseless fish back in the bow! or does the fish slip out of
his manth hefore he can sink his teeth into it®”

" Froni the first three films, we work into the exaggeration “satire of
Paris Weekend to the problem-hearing theme of Baggage. (What
problems. imaginary and real, do we bear, do others bear. and do char-
acters in film and literature bear?)

Ordinarily T hegin with a disenssion of the first film and evervone is
encouraced to respond with an idea, @ comment. a question. Nothing
is too “way ont” if supportable by visnal evidence, The second and
third films are cood hyvpotheses-formulating ventures. Good films are
constructed Tike good essavs; there is a relation that binds together all
art forms, The ides of the “author™ is snpported by detail and rein-
forced by svmbol: a conclusion is reached. There is plot. character,
and action: one can trace the rising action, climax. and falling action.
The possibilities.are endless. The longer films are excellent motivators
for take-home assieneents (get-together-an-idea timeY, The days fol-
lowing the films can be spent in shaving ideas coalesced in composi-
tions. evaliading each other's themes, expanding on related ideas. The
shodter filiis Tend themselves to one period compositions as culminat-
ing activities. (Refiner’s Fire is especially provocative since social issues
provide vret stimuli te individual thinking, e« “Does society move
to eliminate the Simpnrities” of diiferences?™ T show this filn twice in
one period, hefore and after the discussion.)

The five wecks go fast. Tts fun, too, and stadents constantly bring
in ideas from television and movies. All that is seen becomes a part of
the clss, and the class becomes a part of secine,

So we Tave onr hasis for the nest thuteen weeks, We work in a
week of analvis of advertising propacaada (the selling | of Brut,
Geritol, and Ultra-Brite is strancely related to the “selling” of political
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figures.) Bandwagon, transfer, nume-calling. and card-stacking haven't
changed muel in essence from the 1937 Hidden Persuaders. A class
period with day-tiie television is an eve-opener aud writing motivator
too,

During the last twelve weeks we read a lot (R, D. Altick’s Preface
to Critical Reading is pretty advanced, but the exercises are stimulat-
ing, particularly iu the chapters on “Denotation” and “Tone”). Poems,
short stories, essayvs, and short dramas are within our ken. We can see
the areens and oranges of Wallace Stevens. We can sce the day-
progressing colors of the seven rooms of Poe’s "Masque of the Red
Death.” We tumn toward the western wall and know that the ebony
clock will be there striking midnight, We go beyvond the written work
into the mind of the anthor, and we see with him and feel with him
because we have had the experience of seeing those first pictures which
to us have, for our short time together, indecd been worth a thousand
words,

PS. My classes requested that 1 tell you that the clue to some of
the suecess of the “Svmbolisin Game” is “teacher involvement”: dress-
ine to match the color or theme of the dav—a red dress or scarf for
The Red Balloon, something sreen for The Stringhean. Everyone was
present on the dayv we saw The Boiled Ece! (And, over the vears, T've
even perfected my Gothie novel imitation of a gnarled tree. The kids
are getting pretty good at it too!)




Part Two:
The Student Whrites

R
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The articles in this seetion are not casily catesorized, for they ex-
hibit a variety of approaches to and attitudes toward the teaching of
written Enulish. Since the table of contents suggests a useful division
of the essavs into two broad categorics—short-term assignments and
long-term projects—T shall suggest other possible wavs of grouping
some of the ideas and teaching techniques which have been snceesstul
for twenty-two teachers of English composition in grades 10, 11, and
12.

A perennial problem for teachers interested in new ideas is the some-
times limited uselnlness of a specific teaching technique in ternms of
the makeup of a class. For example, both *Be Your Own Boswell” and
“The Chinese Box” suguest ways of interesting “poor students™ in the
process of writing, while “One Approach to the Process™ oudlines an
entertaining exercise which surely conld appeal to the vocational
student as well as to the college-bound. “The Hunumities and Better
Writing” is pointedly designed for a relatively small group in a specific
geographical area; “An Exercise in Description” gives pointers for
teachers of honors sections. Two essays, A Rationale for Teaching
Composition” and “Technique and Tacties™ stress arelaxed clwsroom
atmosphere and the “delicate halanee” hetween freedom and discipline
that very often nakes for a successful teaching-learning experience,
regardless of the supposed ahility of the students. Tn “Dear Mr.
Hardy." one teacher has hit npon an exciting assignment which seems
to wive all nembers of a class the “treedom to approach inaginatively
a novel which already had been studied in depth.”

Related to the various levels of attaimoent by students is th» choice
of reading material for a class in composition. Represented here are
the “clisstes™ as well as popnlar literature: For exanple, inventive uses
of the newspaper are ontlined in "Writing Experiences” “Anc Gladly
Write aned “Three to Make Readsv” “Students Waldk Ont™ deseribes a
quite: provocative assiznment derived from o poem published in the
pates of The New Yorker In “Leveling with Stndents™ astrnctured,
vet “enjosable” method for the teaching of Fnalish composition in-
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volves unconventional and innovative ways of using The Scarlet Letter
and Moby Dick. Still other examples (“In League with MacLeish”
and “Drama as the Springboard to Snccessful Student Writing™) herald
the creation of a very exciting new literature, i.e., students’ literature,
which is often based on some staple items in “standard”™ curricula,
Indeed, the place of creative writing is debated in a number of the
essays, some of which include excellent examples of students’ prose
and poetry; however, other points of view provide halance by wiming
against the encouragement of “rhapsodies in egoisin” (*Creative Writ-
ing: A Means and Not an End™) and what for some have become “the
shibboleths of ‘creativity' and ‘self-expression’” ("How to Run an
Obstacle Course™. Both "Advanced Composition: Another Approach”
and "Twelfth Grade Fxpository Writing,” which contains a particu-
larly useful™discussion of Dounblespeak, praise the effectiveness of
somewhat traditioual, structured methods of teaching English com-
position. which tend to avoid the assienment of “creative™ writing. One
of the most interesting essavs in the volume, “The Community Docu-
Cmentary” suggests an assigniment which T believe to be a sensible
amalgamation of high standards in composition and creativity in one
of the best senses of that word. .
‘Another recurring coneept in “Part Two: The Student Writes” is
that the teacher of a composition conrse shonld be a teacher who
writes, After relating a poignant anecdote of success with a group of
“fhunkees,” one teacher remarks: “If backed against a wall and told
to mame the single factor that has accounted for what small success I
have had as a teacher of writing on pain of attending a faenlty meeting
every day of the school vear, T wonld be forced to say that my own
experience as a writer of sorts was the contributing factor” (“Follow
the Leader™. Still another, in “Listen to the Feel: A Composition En-
counter,” asks: "How many of us write poctry, keep a jonrual or pub-
lish articles?” The articles in this section attest to the existence of a
number of teachers of Enalish composition who are enthusiastic, who
are often inventive and resonreeful, who love working with students,
and who write.

Jack D Wages
Departinent of Enelish
Texas Tech University

Lubbock, Texas




Dear M. Hard}'

Betty B. Cornaby, Teacher, English Language Arts
Nathan lale High School, Seattle, Washington

"One writing assignment, the results of which pleased both my
twelfth grade Advanced Placement students and me, followed our
seminar study.of Thomas Hardy's Jude the Obscure. At the end of the
trimester after several weeks of spirited discussion of Jude, T felt that
little more could be said about the novel by the fifteen students and
that anv formal examination or theme topic would be a boring exer-

~ cise: all ideas contributed in class would be nerely reworked in the
written assignment,

Having had students in junior classes write poems and essays for
display: to other students and remembering their pleasure and pride in-
their work, 1 finally devised an assignment for these seniors which
would incorporate several features other than the standard expository,
.amalytic papers the students had been writing for me. First, in this
_new assignment, all papers would be displayed for other class members
to read; second, the form of the assignment would be an open letter
to Thomas Hardy from cach student; and third, the content might be
any topic. concern, or response they had in relationship to the novel
which they would like to discuss with Hardy, had they such an oppor-
tunity. Organizing the assignment in this format allowed the students
to write for three audiences: Hardy. their fellow students, and their
instructor. Such a format also gave them freedom to approach imag-
inativelv a novel which already had been studied in depth. They were
told. in addition. that no examination or theme would be required of
them since 1 had sufficient evidence already of their skills in literary
criticisim and written composition,

The open letters, ranging in greeting from “Mr. Thomas Hardy,
Maost Honorable Sir”™ to "Dear Tom™ and "Tonuny baby,” proved to
be the most accomplished. inventive, and enjoyable group of papers
written by this class the entire year. Topies were varied and developed
with perceptive insicht. Treatments were both serious and humorons.
Serions concerns included the question of Sne Bridehead’s retim to
Phillotson:

Why did Sue have to exit on such a dismal note?
Or the use of obscurity in the novel:
Jude is obscure; his life, hopes, love, work, and death.
Or the depressing natire of the novel:
29
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Dear Mr. Hardy,

Yours is a most depressing book: not merely because of the
tragedies that befudl fade wn] Ste, but hecause of the forchoding
message you have fnr} mankind, Your novel cmerges as a powerful
statement of determinism and fatalism, |

One student hypothesized about the life of the author:

Jude has a definite melancholic flavor which I'm sure has to be
experienced to some extent, :

Two students questioned Hardy's pessimistic view of marriage:

Other Tetters were ina somewhat Tighter vein, but still difected toward

Noue of the marriages that you wrote of in the book included any
real love,

I found that the marriages where no true love existed were re-
spected by the people. However, Jude and Sue’s non-marriage was
filled with love, but the people were too hung up on tradition and
aceepted morality to accept this type of love. Maybe, Tom, some-
day people will Team,

basic issues in the novel—education and religion:

What T redlly would like to address you on, and have taken the
bettes part of this letter to get around to, is vour social comment
on the Universities, You clearly point out the frustration of a man
who is trmly qualified for admittance into the Universities but due
to social class and humble upbringing, not to mention the absence
of wealth, is ignored and refused admittance, You will (or would)
be very pleased to knew that although the Vietorian world of
Enuland may have ignored your comment, the world is a different
phice today. '

You must have slept in church,

Two student writers costumed other personalitios in their letters; one,
the role of Phillotson ¢defending Sne avainst Hardy's ridicule), and

the other, the mle ot o “radical” student:

Our tree press has never heen able to attack all that is wrong wath
socicty in just one publication like vou have, Please let me show
your how you are helping the movement. ., . First of all you really
ripped the marrie bag L Secondly T oreally dug the way you
burned those colleees, They thought they could push us around
too. . Yo were richt-on when yon showed that that Jude dude
was stnarter than those rightewing-freako profs, | .

Even the “late” student had something to write. A note pushed under
the classronm door hore o formal apology to Hardy and concluded:

We Lave, of late, completed the perusal of your latest work, Jude

Betty B. Cornaby
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the Obscure. We open-heartedly wish to express the satisfaction

. we experienced in the exploration of ‘such a depressing and yet

.. the abbreviation of your well thought and developed title, Jude.

perhaps stimulating novel. We are excitedly anticipating your
reply and your next novel, perhaps a sequel to, if you will forgive
-« «« Most respectfully and sincerely yours, until I join you, . .. !
These brief excerpts from the students” letters give evidence of un-
common interest in such an assignment and the stimulation toward
composing which it. provided them. The success of this assignment
depends on its spontaneity and uniqueness; consequently, -it should
be used infrequently and certain conditions should be observed. The
source for ideas, in this case Hardy's novel, must provide a rewarding
personal experience. Students nust have opportunities for extensive
discussion of a common work which all have read. Students must want
to share their own ideas and read what others in the class have written.
And while the assignment may be required, the removal ol a conven- -
tional evaluation encourages the students to experiment with content
and form. . _
The writing of open letters to an author provides a format in which
students can respond more personally and imaginatively, vet also offers
structure and security for those who are comfortable only with more
standard critical papers. In reviewing the students’ writing efforts for
the year, I found this assignmient their most uniforuly successtul,

For kids who exhaust their ideas on any subject in one vague para-
graph, the daily journal works. Reading journals costs more in back
power to carry them than in cyestrain to read them, Writing at least a
page a day for a semester will loosen most kids out of the rut of listing
“what 1 did and when.” They will begin to find meanings in their lices
and feclings, or at least words to identify them.

Mary Lou Jollen -
St. Mary's Academy
Milwaukee, Wisconsin
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Three to Make Ready

Grancille B. Smith, Teacher, English Department
Euclid Senior High School, Euclid, Ohio

In addition to the regular writing assignments made for an analysis
of a literary work after it has been studied, I have had some success
with three other specific assignments that may be used for themes of
a more creative and personal nature. Since all of these assignments
prepare the students in some way to better express themselves, I shall

for convenience refer to them as the “three to make rcady writing

assignments,

The first of these assignments is short and may be done at the be-
ginning of the term to determme if students really can distinguish
between objective and subjective writing. Two paragraphs are as-
signed to be written about the same topic. The first paragraph is to
be objective in its point of view, It is to be approximately one hundred
words, The second paragraph is to be subjective, and is to be aproxi-
mately two hundred words,

The difference hetween an ob}octne view and a subjective view is
discussed before the assignment 19 written, Usually. T illustrate this
distinction with a discussion of the American flag, 'Ihe students de-
scribe it objectively, telling its dimensions, its colors, the -number of
stars and stripes, and the way it is mounted on its holder. From here,
we bedin to discuss it snb]cctn elv. What does the flag represent to
each of us personally? What do the colors svnibolize? The sturs® The
stripes® What memories of history does the flag evoke® What does it
symbolize as a representation of our country to others? By this time,
students can easily see the difference hetween objective and subjective
writing. T then give them other sub]( cts about which they may choose
to write. Some ivpical topics are a Lbray, their own rooms at home.,
the family cai, an old catcher’s mitt, a family pet. a locker, a family
Bible. and a family's favorite Christmas tree ormament,

When evaluating the students’ parngraphs, it is necessary to note
the inclusion of subjective . .ements in objective paragraphs and vice
versa. This particnlar assicnment also helps to prepare the stadents
for analyzing the subjective ideas in poetry and prose works that are
studied during the rest of the year.

The second of the “three to make ready™ writing assigcinments is one
which the stndents write after having read and discussed Somerset
Mangham’s The Moon and Sixpenee, a fictitious biography of Paul
CGangnin. Rather than have the students do an ordinary paper of
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from the novel ard quoted to substantiate their discussion, I use the
reading and discussion of the novel as a ¢ talyst for them to write their
ideas on anv subject -mentioned in class while the novel was being
discussed. In other words. the novel becomes a. provoker of their feel-
ings through its theme, characterization, or plot. :

When the assignment is made, 1 clearly state that no specific refer-

ences to the novel, its characters or incidents, niay be made in the-

themes. Only ide:s stemming from the discussion of these specmcs
may be treafed. The papers, therefore, become more personal and. in-
dividual, since it is.the opinion of the student that is being discussed
rather than the author's opinion s expressed in the work,

I give students some topics from which they may choose, or let
them choose their own. Some topics which have heen used are “Con-
formity vs. Nonconformity,” “Responsibility to Society: A Constant
Variable,” “The Psychological Island of Escape: A Necessity,” “Hypoc-
risy: A Corrnptin«' Fnrce ” “The Nature of Art,” and “Beauty Is in

the Eve of the Beholder.”

One van readily see how this sort of assignment may be used after
the study of any novel or play. The object of the assignment is to help
each student relate to the study of literature as a two-world concept:
the world of the author and the world of the student. These two worlds
are successfully joined when the student can see that the author in
the world of the novel raises and answers questions that are extremely

relevant also in the world where the student exists.

The third composition assignment that has proved effective and re-
warding to me through the vears as a teacher of composition might
not be called a composition assignment at all. but rather a class project.
It is a mock newspaper based on a literary work studied inn class. This
assignment is easier for the teacher with some background in journal-
ism, but T also used it during my first vear of teaching, when I had no
journalism experience or traming, and still found it rewarding for the
students and myself,

I have used this assienment after studving short stories, Romeo and
Juliet, Hamlet. Macheth, and Thomas Hardy’s Retu-n of the Nutive. 1
know of no other writing assignment which can elicit as much en-
thusiasni from the students: which can combine objectivity, subjectiv-
itv. and creativity in one activity; and which can actually involve the
whole dlass in a united effort to reflect the “feel” and mood of a work
that has been studied. The mock newspaper mav be from one to four
paces long, but whatever its fength, it employs examples of a variety
of different types of writing,

The first page of the newspaper. of course, should contain strictly
vbjective writing, 1eportinz on incidents and important happenings in
the work previously studied. The second padge should be of an editorial
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nature; here, the writing is subjective, and personal opinions concern-
ing the cvents, characters and concepts of a work may be discussed.
The third puge may be composed of imaginative news stories cou-
ceived from the plot of the work, and the fourth page usually is re-
served for imaginative stories in the world of sports that may have
been played during the time period of the work, In an assignment such

as this, organization is the key factor, The teacher, with the class, -

should plan who i§ to be responsible for what pages and who is to be
responsible for what stories. The variety .of writing styles which must
be required for the pages is obvious. Students can be as creative here
as they wish. but the end result will be a reflection of how well they
have reacted to the work studied and how they have adapted their

- knowledge of the work to create an interesting newspaper.

The beauty of this assignment is that it can be used on any class
level. Last year I had four individual newspapers being prepared in
four different honors-level classes at the same time, All of the papers
were planned and written on The Return of the Native. The best of
the four papers was printed in the school print shop so that each stu-
dent could have his own copy. T have never found a writing assign-
ment to paralle]l the mock newspaper for waking a novel come to life,
for generating student interest and for stimulating creativity,

All “three to make ready” compositions—the objective-subjective
paragraphs. the idea-concentrated theme inspired by a work not re-
ferred to in the composition, and the mock newspaper created around
the world and times of a particular novel or play—have worked for
me as incentives for students to write more meaningful compositions,
and have helped my students understand the literature they study.

oA
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Be Your Own Boswell

Edwin L. %Vergason; Teacher, English Department
George (. Marshall 11igh School, Falls Church, Virginia

The assignment is a five-day diary or journal based on the careful

observation of a relative or associate. The overall length is quite ar-
bitrary, of course, but wost students find they can drum up two
hundred words a dav quite easily. At the outset, students must be
assured unequivoeally that evervthing they write is completely confi-
dential. Althongh students almost never write anyvthing really intimate
or embarrassing to the teacher, it is often quite personal and “top

seceret” from their own point of view, and their confidence must be

respected,

The finl work is evalnated on such points as abundance and pre-
cision of details, Eveliness and vividness of presentation. keenness und
freshiness of observations. and vigor and case of style. The student’s
basic aim is to bring his subject to Tife inthe mind of his reader. The
student should nse afictitions name if the person under observation is
known to the teacher. sinee the subject should be clothed in anonymity
for his own sake and that of the teacher, wlio should not bring any
information or values of his own into the picture.

If students are taking a survey course in English literature, the first
step in preparation for the assignment can be to read excerpts from
Pepyvs' Diary, Boswell's Life of Johnson and London Journal, and
Datoe’s Journal of the Plazue Year, and discuss the purposes, uses of
detail. styles, subject matter, ete. of the authors. If English literature
is not part of the eourse. the teacher may read from such works or
introcdkice suitable materials of his own choosing,

Then the student seleets his subject, Normally T make this a two-
week assicmment, and the stadent does not have to present five con-
seentive dave in his diary or jonmal, Such an arrangement allows for
tines when the anthor and the subject may not see each other and
for davs when not mneh happened. Students should be impressed,
however, with the fact that careful observation will always reveal
somethine new and different, just as watching a good film or reading
a vond story tor s second o third time will reveal Todes unnoticed at
the first exposnre: Students shonld also be advised that the most in-
teresting people to abserve profitably coe not alwass the colorful char-
acters who attiact attention easilv. Quiet. more disciplined  people
oftin reveal dieper ar more hritliant hues to the patient c¢ve.

The third step is the observation process. Students should be ad-
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vised that their work will probably be more fun, elicit more reliuable
responses, and muake life for the subject much easier if they do not

_ ke him aware of the study, “How would you beliave,” I ask my

students, “if you knew somebody was noting every time you burped,
picked your ear, said something foolish, or wrote graffiti on your desk?”
The trick is to concentrate and remember, to make surreptitious notes
in your own shorthand whenever possible, and then get everything
down on paper completely and accurately as soon as. possible. Tips
for the observer include:

1. Using all the senses (How does the subject sound when he eats?
What fragrances does he affect® What do his fingernails look
like?) : : .

2. Noting mannerisms  (How does the subject stand while talking?
Duoes he say “vou know” two or three times per sentence? How
does he look at people?) _ :

3. Quoting (Include chunks of dialogue that are tyvpical or very
revealing of the subject’s :ttitudes, opinions, and speech pat-
terns.)

4. Showing a variety of moods and situations (What does the sub-
ject sav and how does he look and act before breakfast? How
does he react to anger—his own and others™ When is he at his
best and how does he behave then?)

Next comes the selection of details and data. The student, if he has
not already decided, must abso determine the form and style of his
study. Will it be the breathless diary of a Sanmel Pepys, or the more
standard biographical approach of a James Boswell® In this assign-
ment students should be given ample opportunity. once they have col-
lected the material, of presenting it in a "natural” stvle, one that stresses -
the writer's feeling and thinking about his subject, rather than the
niceties of uranmar and composition. In fact, one of the brightest
fringe benefits of “Be Your Own Boswell™ is that students often leam
they can write gnite well when they are concentrating completely on
their subjects, oblivious to the nuts and bolts of sentence construction.

Finallv, the student is advised to prepare a rough draft, allow a
day or two for it to “cool.” then revise it for snbmission. Details often
overlooked wmelude size. shape. eoloring. and general appearance of
the subject: data that can easily be included when the writer is re-
minded of the need for such information to help the reader get a clear
pictire of the person vnder observation.

Students shonld also be warned against being “cute” or elever, Let
the subject do all the work T tell my students. And finally, remind
them awain, that what thev have written is strictlv confidential.

In general. these papers are better written. more fun to read, easier
to crade, more rewarding in terms of students’ learning to write, and
more packed with fringe benefits than any assicnment in writing [
have ever ¢iven.
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Listen to the Feel: . |
A Composition Encounter | /

Janice R, Showler, Teacher, English Dcpartment : /
Northeast High School, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania ;

I don't like when I write @ answer to a question not on a test but
other things. I feel [the teacher] only looks for mistakes not the
meaning_behind my writing. ?,-Iaybé I'm wrong. . . . But that’s

_how 1 feel, T kmow 1 don’t have good sp) frag. g are run on //

what do you mean? frag) frag) frag run on ——>.
_ S —Eleventh Grader

Nowhere else does an individual stand so naked as in his writing.
Nowhere else is he so vulnerable. Handwriting analysts suggest that
even in the way the writei shapes his characters and the way he spaces,
shortens or lengthens them, he reveals aspects of his inner strivings
and apprehensions. Consequently, the student whose tiny, squeezed
scratchings appear indiscernibly on his paper reveals his self-image—

" even before his ideas are revealed. Then his selection of topic, thesis,
support, style. words all further fashion him vulnerable. His writing
becomes an expression of self, naked before some critical audience—
us, his teachers. Each red notation (“frag.. ran on, sp.”) becomes a
svmbolic bullet tearing at the gut of his idea. Like the artist in the
film Why Man Creates, the student presents his creation not with the
affirmative “I am here, [ exist. I am (I have felt the success of com-
municating with another, and that success affirms my existence).” but .
with'the (uizzical “Have you discovered my niecaning? Tlas my product
any worth?® Have I°” Perhaps the eleventh grader cited here is not so
“wrong” as he thinks, Perhaps all those red “put downs” obliterate his
idea wriggling around inarticulately on the page, striving to be. One
is reminded now of John Holt's student who, when asked whether he
ever read composition corrections, answered, ®. . study the correetions
the way vor wanted us to? Never” (What Do I Do Monday?, p. 242).
Perhaps as teachers of composition, we should strive to encounter with
a student’s compositional idea—no matter how nebulous and embry-
onic. Begin with sensation, and listen to the feel.

Tt is important to interject here that as teachers of composition, we
Jhionld offer better means of comnnmicating an idea. No one would
arne with that ciim: however, it seems that in the fervor of our red
markings, we often fail to offer a better way of saving the same idea
to onr stidents. Unloss we strugele with ideas ourselves in writing,
perhaps we have little to offer students in their own writing, How
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‘many of us write poetry, keep a jounmal or publish articles? Perhaps
it we learn to listen to the feel, talk to sensation—coaxing it to take

form in idea, we can enltivate in cach student his own selficonscious
encounter with his writin. ' : L ‘

So, how do we begin? First, begin with the “feel” of the classroom.
Walker (1969) and Torrance (1962) have identified those teachers
who seem successtul in nurturing that classroom climate in which cre-
ative ideas find expression in writing. Walker characterizes ‘them as
“stereopathic,” and Torrance identifies them us highly sensitive, re-
sourceful, flexible and willing to “get off the heaten track”; such teach-
ers form good relationships with students and are willing to make nis-
takes. Be prepared for noise and for a raised evebrow or two from
dubious colleagues. :

Second. explore the sensation of the classroom itself: hive students
take a blind walk fecling their way around the- classroom, A buddy
system helps avoid embanassing confrontations,  Students will dis-
cover that alth. 1gh they cannot-see, they can sense the presence of
an oncoming object, experience light and temperature changes, hear
shufling of feet. This exercise works well with all ability levels—after
rapport and respect have been established, If the classroom seems too
confining (or too risky in terms of its acceptance by administration
and colleagues). try a sensory walk outside. Pack a battery-operated -

cassette to record student perceptions of the sensory background, These

sensory data can be transeribed on paper back in the classroom. A
short story model "employing a stream-of-consciousness approach to
describe - the insidiousness of mental illness, Conrad Aiken's “Silent
Snow, Secret Snow,” could serve as demonstration for student writing:
students could fit their sensory data into the stream-of-consciousness
model (with udvanced students, excerpts from James Jovce could be

used). \

Since students today seem weaned on television, a visual mediim,
two other blind activities help them get in tune with the rest of their
senses. A sounds experiment—heads resting on desks, students shaking
any object handy—introduces the concept of onomatopoctic words.
Rip a sheet of paper slowly and have students attenipt to write the
soind phonetically, Another activity has students smell. touch, taste,
feel various fraits and vegetables while they are blindfolded. A cas-
sette wonld record responses. These two activities might culminate in
one or both of the following composition assigniments.

First, try this one. which involves sensory deseription of a pineapple.
Have students list descriptive adjectives and comparisons  (similes
and metaphors) using all five senses. This lesson works guite well with
vounger students who love catting up the pineapple and tasting it.
Discuss student responses. Pose the question: Tt is relatively casy to
describe the taste of a pincapple with adjectives. but how could a
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writer describe the taste of excitement or of fear? Such a question lends
itself to a discussion of literal and figurative language (and is also a
cue for a discussion of poetry). Choosing one of the following sug-

cgosted topics, students shonld create such an immediacy—through

colorful usage of sensory detail—that the reader cxpcuvnccs what the
writer does Lthc here and now): :

4

The G’mnd Prix + Bob Dylan in Concert
Thanksgiving Dinner A Subway Ride
Christmas Shopping’ - A Football Game
A Funeral . AD .u'.lde

~ A Day at the Zoo . ADay at the Flea Market

Suggest that using the first-person narrator aj_nd,the present tense helps
the reader feel the here-and-now immediacy. Such a suggestion intro-
duces the concept of formal writing versns “pfeative” writing (a mis-
nomer since all writing is creative).

Although students seem to understand the difference between a

short story and a term paper. many have difficulty selecting a theme

and composing a thesis statement, Iaving them bring to class both
news and editorial articles, and having them use the news article lead
as a theme to write an editorial thesis is often a valuable exercise.

An accompanving lesson might be to read a sentence from either
the middle or the end of an article or a story, have stndents use it as
their thesis and write an introductory paragraph for it. Then read themn
the original test from which the sentence was taken, Students become
sensitive to the fluidity of langnage: they sense the relative strength
or weakness of a sentence as it assinnes various positions within the
paper. What a sense of power, of uniqueness a student feels when he
ultimately: comprehends that he is the director, deciding how his sen-
tences act in the drama whick is his paper. Discuss “hit-part” positions
of sentences as opposed to Mstar” positions by collecting samples from
magazine essavs and stories, As our eleventh erader testifies, a student
wants his teacher to listen to “, .. the meaning behind [his] writing.”
that meaning which he senses is his. An exercise like the one deseribed
here suggests the way he means also makes him unique, Graffiti will
never seem the same!

“Don’t tell us: show us,” savs critic Dwight MaeDonald of Heming-
wav's deseription of his Suntiago as “strange.” With that criticism,
MacDonald foctses on a fundamental consideration in writing: does
mere statement of an idea warrant its acceptance by the reader? A
second composition approach suggests not only that demonstrating an

idea is superior to stating it but also that writing logically involves

self-conséions questioning and associating ideas. In Teuching English
in Hich i School, Abraham Bernstein suggests a variation on word-
association that works well as a warm-up and as a means of describing

]
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transitions. Take an idea—like the desk at the front of the'room, Using
that as a starting point, what other ideas' come to mind? Students
should be able to explain how one idea led to the other, how the final
idea was arrived at, and what the connection between ideas was
(p. 91). | : ’

While students are primed for associating ideas, suggest the follow-
ing fantasy trip: Heads down on desks, students are transported to a
place of darkness. This place can be whatever they will it to be, what-
ever associates itself with darkness in their minds. They are to be-
keenly aware of all five senses while they blindly walk in the darkness.
Stress the fact that the events presented will be sketchy, that they
must complete the fantasy with their sensory perceptions and feelings
about the place with which they have associated the darkness. Intro-
duce a dime-sized cirele of light into the fantasy. As students walk
towards it, the light elongates. Remind them to mentally record their
perceptions. As they walk closer. the light further elongates, The light
emanates from a door left ajar. Voices leak from behind the door. The
students’ task is ta finish the fantasy. They may begin their writing
with their perceptions while walking or with their descriptions of what
happens after opening the door. Incidentally, a trip to a haunted
house or a climh up a monntain would work equally well,

Expect the unexpected. One elevénth grader saw herself as trapped
inside a piguy bank: the light in the distance was, for her, the slit at
the top of the bank. Another student wrote of his journey through
Hades and of his mecting Lucifer behind the door. Ditto student
writing samples and bring in similar ideas expressed by great writers
—Dante’s Inferno. for example. Students feel impmtant when they
discover that great minds had ideas like theirs. In an assicminent like
this, it is sometimes important to suggest accompanying questions, so
students discover that paragraph organization consists of answering
questions posed by some introductory idea. Sonie questions posed for
this assicmment follow: Tow did T feel as T was ¢roping in the dark-
ness? What did T expeet to find—if anvthing® What did T believe the
licht in the distance to be? Whose voices were behind the door? What
was the nature of the talking (sounds): volume. tone, gender® Tow
did I feel when T opened the door® What veas the reaction of those
behind the door to me? What happened after T opened the door?

Probably one of the best means of iimproving writing is having stu-
dents awrite often. With the initiation of an associate reader program,
teachers are freed somewhat from the laborious task of feedback, and
students beain to understand that, although they write for an audi-
ence. the andience is not merely “teacher” Such a prograin answers
the student who Lkunents: “The teacher Wdoesn't like me or my idea.
That's why T got this arade.” Dittoed instructions with clearly de-
lincated points for evaluation of students help make standards ¢on-
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sistent. Saved and referred to, these instructions become a commmml
sharing of ideas for teachers. : ‘a

If no funds exist for such a program, try Invmg students write in a
sotebook for the first ten to fifteen minutes of eachzclass meeting, For
those intimidated by writing for an entire period or for those npt moti-
vated to write at home, this journal technique appeals. Although stu-
dents should feel free to write about whatever théy wish, too many
are frustrated in the face of such choice. Offer suggestions: 1. Ask
them to write abouct some character in their assigned readings: 2. Write
. @ provocative quote on the board and have students respond to it (If
the quote comes from the assigned reading for that day, reading from

journal entries becomes a personal interpretation and introduces the

lesson.); 3. Play a picce of music and have students respond to
- how it makes them feel. These daily entries can be self-contained or

continuous, Personal entries might be clipped—a Holtian “for my eyes

only” approach. Perhaps two or three of the best entries could be
graded for content, Again the journal is a valid means of discussing
the difference between formal-and informal writing. By sampling
journals, of famous people—Dag Hammarskjold, Dr. Tom Dooley,
Martin Luther King. Jr.. Jean Genet. George Jackson—students find
workabje models and also discover that nonliterary people as well as
literaryjones koop journals.

The fjpurnal is the medium for sharing pelccptmns and feeling,

Thmmzh it. teachers can strive to listen to tho 'meaning benind [stu-

dent] writing”—listen to the feel from which the meaning expl: )ded
As ]u}m Holt says,

Thvro has to be more writing for love, if writing is to improve, and

/T don’t see how this can be done unless at least a good part of
each child's writing is wholly outside the area of corrections, ap-
proval, criticism, marks. Conversely, a child who writes something
because he deeply wants to say something on his mind will want

to express it clearly, and will probably be eager to hear anything |
vou or | might say about parts that we could not understand. . '
the child who. like & true artist, writes for love, for the sake of
what he is writing, cannot but help learning as he works, . . .
(What Do 1 Do Monday? pp. 243-44).

It may be the “unkindest cut of all” for us to realize that those writ-
ings we assign for our students” "own good™ are done in a "There , . .
I'm done” fashion—what Holt characterizes as a “kind of exereta” to
be rid of. He continues to say: “Such is the injustice of the universe
that corrections. while they seldom do good, seldom help children to
write better, often do harm™ (What Do 1 Do Monday? p. 242). 1t has
taken this teacher a long time to discover the import of what Holt

states. A student of mine—now in her freshman year of college—wrote-

recently to tell me how much she had benefited from writing in my

\
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class hecanse 1 gave her “the freedom to write,” At that time, T thought:
that is not such a special thing to do. Ard then, I was reminded of
Buckminster Fuller when he said: If you want to do something good
for a child . . . give him an enviromment where he can touch things

as he wants” (Buckminster Fuller to Children of Earth).

I have just begun to listen to the feel,

<
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After writing personal journals for scveral weeks, most writers are
able to go further and create a character, in the.character journal, the
writer must follow three criteria: First, he or she must be of the op-
posite scx from the writer. Second, there must be an age difference of
at least ten years from that of the writer: and third, the character must
come from a diffcrent station in life from that of the writer. ., . This
assignment usually hecomes the most imaginative of the semester, 1
have rcad the private imagined lices (with carcful detail and research
on the part of many students to make their works realistic) of Henry
VI, a young girl living in colonial times, a father in the year 2200, an
astronaut living on Myirs and many more,

Linda Banovets
Grosse Pointe North High School
Graosse Pointe, Michican
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The Chinese Box

Stephanic Lonnqguist, Teacher, English Department ‘
Heritage High School, Littleton, Colorado

‘While teaching high school students for several years, 1 have ve-
ceived a consistent initial reaction’ whenever composition is approiched
..« rejection, T have also found that the majority of tenth to twelfth

~grade students do not write well, Small wonder, then, at their 1'0110%& m.
We do not like to do what we do not do well, and writing has an addj-
tional terrifving factor: it is permanent. When a student verbalizey
orally, he can back up, change, exphin, interpret and add to what he
has said; but when he writes, he senses the fact that he cannot he
there to defend the piece; it must speak for itself. That frightens him,
Understanding this fear and helping my students become confidenit
about their writing is the premise ‘that underlies all of my teaching of -
composition. What is needed, then, are techniques the students can
utilize in their own writing to lessen their dread of .compositions.

One of the first concepts that I stress with the students is to simplify
their writing, T ask them to deal with a subject thev can logically
handle within the scope of the composition. This simplification applics
to paragraphs as well as essuvs. Given the freedom of topie choice,
many students will attempt to discuss “The Origin of the Papacy and
Its Political. Social and Econdmie Influences over the Past Five Hun-
dred Years™ in a five-parauraph paper.

The paragraph, then, is the place where T begin to review the funda-
mentals. Most students el they have heard of the topic sentence
idea in a paragraph. Several can recognive one, but seldom (unless
reminded) do they use topie sentences in theiv own paragraphs, 1 pro-
vide the stndents with examples of paragraphs that contain topic
sentences, and the students are asked to identify the sentence in the
paragraph. YWe nest disenss the logic of its placement and the relation-
ship of the detls in the paragraph to the topic sentence, It is at this
point that T introduce my concept of the "Chinese box.” After drawing
on the board one box imside another for several Tavers. T explain the -
refationship of the words to the sentence: the sentence to the pora-
graph: the paragraph to the paper's thesiss and how, together, they
make a complete entity with cach phase (hoxy neathy fitting inside
another to make the nnit solid, T have found that this logie appeals to
the students,

Once we have reviewed the paregaph and the topic sentence and
the students have practiced with their own paoagraphs, T move on to
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the subject of the thesis statement. I put my greatest emphasis on the
utilization of a thesis as a means of giving direction to writing not ouly
in tenns of compositions but also in the organization of essav-exam
responses. I preface this study with an explanation of the thesis state-
ment, examples and its relation to the "Chinese box.” The next step
is to help the students learn to compose a thesis statement that can be
adequately defended in a limited space. Theagh T usually do not set
lengths on paper assignments, in composition I da focus on the five-
paragraph paper, as it includes the essentials of introductory pira-
graph (containing thesis), three interior paragraphs in whieh the main
points are illustrated and defended, and the conclusion. I explain to
the students that this pattern can be expanded (i.e.. the number of
interior paragraphs) to adjust to the complexity of the thesis, and I
give them a few exanmiples to illustrate this expansion.

In focusing on the thesis and its relation to the rest of the paper, 1
use a method of oral composition. The theory of this method is that
students can better imitate writing techniques if they can see them
develop: so the teacher, with the students, writes a composition on
the board. T begin by asking the students to give me general subject
or topic areas. Their contributions range from drugs to the writings
of John Steinbeck. The class chooses one of the subjects with which
to work. Once this choice is made, T ask for a thesis statement from
the students. Inevitably, their initinl responses are theses that are
much too broad for a five-paragraph paper and usually by the time 1
have written them on the board, they see this. From the list the stu-
den's choose a thesis statement they prefer, and following their sug-
gestions, I edit the statement to the degree it is workable for the short
paper. The students decide when they think the thesis is at a workable
level. Tf they are satisfied, but T think it is still too broad, I carry.on
with the process anyway, because as we build the paragraphs, the
students ultimately recognize they still have too gencral a thesis.

After we select the thesis statement, we begin to list the major points
that will be used to defend the validity of the thesis. Here, 1 emphasize
that each of the njor points is to be formulated into a topic sentence
for an iuterior paragraph. This gives the students some guidance in
the selection of the major points. Once the points are chosen. students
forimulate cach one into a topice sentence and under each of those they
begin to list the details supporting that particular point. This process
calls to miind the exercise they did earlier, in which they discussed the
relevance of details to the topie sentence in sample paragraphs, At
cach of these stages on the hoard, T reinforce the concept of the
“C’hinese hoyx,”

After the details are in and students see the process as it has de-
veloped, we discuss the fine points of transitions between paragraphs,
the introduction and placainent af the thesis, und the conclusion and



el e :

ol T

O

v 3

what it should contain. The students’ assignment after this rather ex-
hausting class exercise is to reproduce the process as they have seen
it develop on the board. For the next class period, they are to hand

in an outline which illustrates how they went from their list of topics -

to the details of their individual paragraphs. The thesis and topic
sentences are to be written out, but the rest of the paper may be in
outline form as it appeared on the board. Onee this has been approved,
the students proceed to write their five-paragraph papers.

The results of the “Chinese box” exercise are always gratifying, be-
cause the improvement in the students’ writing gives them positive
reinforcement of their efforts. If, however, a student has not com-
pletely grasped the technique, he is given the option to rewrite his
paper, without penalty, after having a conference with me to go over
his errors. After completing the entire process, I find the students have
more confidence in themselves and much less fear of the permanence
of the written word. The next step for the teacher is to reinforce this
technique in all phases of writing. Gradually, organization in composi-
tion becomes less of an isolated activity to the student and more of an
innate characteristic of his writing ability, :
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Carol B. Yoakley, T ac}u.r, English Department

Oak R:dg;,v Hizh Schoal, (ML lmI,t,v ‘Tennessce

The usual reaction to the study of process as a form of advanced
exposition is boredom accompanicd by smugness, Most students have
written process themes in their elementary and junior high school ex-
periences. They know all about it: how to change a tire, how to bake
a cake, how to apply make-up. The teacher’s challenge is to motivate
them by illustr ating the deceptiveness and the sophlstlcatmn of
process. The formmer is accomplished through a series of group activi-
ties; the latter, throngh reading, analvsis, and writing.

To introduce the unit, the class is divided into small groups of five -
to seven students, Each group selects two students to leave the room
fer twenty minntes. After their departure. the remaining students are
viven instrnctions and materials. They are to compile written instruc-
tions for the constinction of a model aixphno from computer cards.
Each group has a model airplane, tape, scissors, pencil, paper, and
several used computer cards.! Yes, there are a few catches: they can-
not name the objeet in their instructions; they must compile their in-
structions in fifteen minutes: and they cannot communicate verbally
with their teammates who will attempt to construct the object.

* At the end of fifteen minutes, models and trial materials are removed
from sight, Only scissors, tape. cards. pencils, and instructions remain.
The other students return to the classroom and are told that they have
fifteen minntes to construet an item according to the written instruc-
tions of their groups: They should keep their constructions secret; when
thev have comipleted their instructions, they should signal the teacher
but should not display their models.

At this point. the fun (or hedlam) begins. Imstmhon particularly
amonty t}um who wrote the instructions, abounds, “How »ould anyone
be so dense!™ Unable to verhalize, they resort to facial expressions and
gestures. The bailders sometimes embellish the written instructions,
allowing their inventiveness to interfere. To the instructor who s try-
ing to demonstrate the complexities of the process, the results are very
rewarding. Yes. some model airplanes are constructed but some very
strange “thines™ aisn develop, Stidents enjoy the end products; they
may even test them, The compnter room gang is amazed that an

EThe wse of compntor card sirplanes is an idea adapted from Dr. Jerry Bellon,
head of Curicndin and Instction, Gollege of Education, The University of
Tenmessee, Knowwille.
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English “teach” has fourid a use for computer cards, But the major

~
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objective of the day has also been accomplished: process is no longer
a dull topic, The follow-up discussion provides a wanmg definition
of process, considers pxoblen\s of organization, and reviews knowledge-
of the form.

The nest class period recuires a teacher with a strong stomach. And
it demands extensive preparation: an ample supply of paper towels.

The assignment insults-the class. “In ten minutes, write instructions
for the prepamtmu of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.”

“She’s tricked us!” “One of those silly process assignments!” Mean-
while, they write. At the end of ten minutes the themes are collected.
A table is prepared: lots of paper towels, a quart jar of the cheapest
peanut butter, a pint jar of cheap. chmp arape jelly (that’s the only
jelly for a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, isn'’t it?). a large loaf of
bread. and knives. “Wonld anyone:like to: volunteer?” The selection of
the first volunteer is important; his insight of the purpose of the session
can establish the tone for the entire class. .

As anbther st 7 nt reads the instructions, our volunteer begins. Ah,
the results! Stiv  ats have made sandwiches that the hungriest mem-
ber of the class would not eat. In fact, very few of the sandwiches
look like sandwiches!

As the sandwich session continues. students are encouraged to com-
ment on the problems. Point of view, verb tense and voice are con-
sidered. The excuse, "We all know what he meant,” provides an
excellent opportunity to disenss the importance of determining the in-
tended audience. At the conclusion of the class. eath student is in-
structed to compile a list of the steps of a process that he does not -
consider to be gencral knowledue. This list will be needed for the next
class.

In the third class meeting, the students are led in a general analysis
of a process (such as the study of Havakawa’s “How Dictionaries Are
Made™ . Order of development and transition are noted. A second
activity of the session involves the assignment of the previous day.
The students exchange their lists of the steps of a process. They are
instructed to offer eriticisin in the expectation that their questions and
conunents will assist in the clarification of the process. The assignment
for the fifth meeting is a 200-to-300-word process paper on their indi-

vidaal topics.

Small-gronp analysis of other processes is the activity of the fourth
class. These processes are selected to appeal to the interests of the
students. Tndividnal copies of processes about science, mathematics,
sports, crafts, and art are provided for ecach group member. The

TR Havakawa, "How Dictionaries Are Made,” Composition 11: Models and
Exercises, eds. Allan A, Glatthorn and Hareld Fleming { Athinta: Harcourt, Brace
and World, Inc., 1965, pp. 146-149),
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analyses should lead to observations about audience, purpose, -point
of view, and tone, Each essay is accompanied by a series of questions

to implement discussion. The teacher circulates from group to group, |

listening to comments, asl\mg qncstmm providing nu.css.uy clarifi-
cation, :

At the next cluss meeting, the students are arranged i m sm'tll groups
for discussion of their frst process themes. Each therhe is read and

analyzed. The student may or may not act on suggestions. from his

group. However, the session allows time for theme revision if the

student wishes to follow the advice of the group. 'Ihese themes are:

due at the end of the period.

Several student themes are discussed by the class at the next meet-
ing, The emphasis of the discussion is on what is successful and why.
( These themes have been typed and reproduced for individual copies.
Studeuts seem to recognize structural and mechanical weaknesses and
stiengths more casily when thev appear on the printed page.) During
this session. the class discusses the importance of tone and narrative
in process. The focus of the discussion is Shaler’s “How Agassiz Taught
Me to See,” Goodspeed’s “Art of Being Outshone.” and Franklin's
“Receipt to Make a New England Funeral Elegy.”® This discussion
usually continues at the next class meeting. At the conclusion, the

“assignment is made: write a process theme in a particular tone (hu-

morous, satiric, or melodramatic) and in a narrative frame. Since the
assignment is duc the nest day, students are given twenty to thirty
minutes at the end of the class to begin the writing. (Students in a
composition class must be “able to write in class and must be provided
with the opportunity.).

Five of the second themes are read to the class. Based on past ex-
perience. the teacher can rely on students to vohinteer essays. These
may be their own or others that they have read in advance. (One in-
portant goal is that stndents not only read but desire to read their
classmates” w rmm: ) The students mav read their own themes or may
ask someone c¢hse to read for them. We discuss the tone and whether
it is successfully snstained. and make suggestions for Further develop-
ment,

The final assignment is made the nest dav. Althongh antobiograph-
ical in nature, its development involves process. Each student is to
seiect some concept {such as distance, height, intellicence, love) and

ilnstrate how his view of the concept has changed. The topic may be

3 Nathaniel Southeate Shaler, “How Agassiz Taueht Me to See,” Readings for
Liberal Education, I, eds. I. G. Locke ot al. ( New Yark: Rinchart and Company,
1652, pp. ](i-l‘)* Fdgar J. Goodspeed, " The Art of Being Outshone,” Great Nar-
ratice Fysaus, od. Joseph Mersand (New York: Washington Square Press, 1961,
pp. G.413), Beniamin Franklin, A Receeipt to Make a New Enclind Funeral
Flegy,” United States in Literacre, ods) Wadter Blaie et al (Atlanta: Scott, Fores-
man and Company, 19635, p. 135).
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“discussed for the future as well as for the present and past. No limit

is set on the length of the assignment. The next two days of class time
are given to working on the assignment,
The success of this assigmnent has always amazed and humbled me.

The themes can evoke. tears of laugliter, tears of compassion and

empathy, tears of catharsis. Because the student is writing about him-
sclf, the theme has unusual vitality. The paper is read to the class only
with the student’s permission. We have had deep; searching papers on
views of God and feligion; philosophical comments on death, good,
and education; anhd tendér humorous definitions of love. One theme
that will remain in"my memory was accompanied by a paper written
(printed) by the student when she was in the third grade. She had
written “T hate boys! I hate boys! T hate . ..” To the class’s amusement,
many of those boys listed were sitting in this classroom with her. Ob-
viously, she no longer hated them. T would hope that her concept of -
the process had changed as much as her eoncept of boys had changed.
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An Exercise in Deseriplion

;'_Robc-rt D. Welch, Assistant Principal for Instruction,
Grosse Pointe North High School, Grosse Pointe, Michigan
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One writing assignment of which T am especially fond is a simple
exercise itr spacial description. - This particular assignment is by no
means unusual or esoteric but it illustrates much of what I personally
believe about teaching writing, Originallv, it was designed as one in
a series of projected exercises worked out for my students in a high
school houors English literature class.

arly in that course, these students asked me to take them through
a more stractured and intense writing program than they had previ-
ously experienced, They came to me with the feeling that they were
not good writers, even thongh they had been selected by their previous
teachers as capable of honors work. They stated that they had all
written much, mostly in a literary vein, and had had their writing as-
signments well explained and pmmptl} comrected. Yet, they felt little
real understanding of the writing process, had seldo:n spent classtoom
time writing or revising, and had only paid lip service to the act of
revision. Occasionally, they had written “creative” picces and had
sometimes been honored for them, Though they loved literature and
disenssions related to it. they felt that an nndue amount of time had
been spent in literary discussions. The students expressed considerable
insecurity about their wiiting,

Following several general classroom: dindogues involving these and
other feelings, we agreed to a different, more systematie, writing lab-
oratory approach. At least, we agreed to give that approach a trial.
The students heard mv point of view during our discussions, and
though T spent much more time listening to their feelings than 1 did
expressing my own, they were aware of iy belied ma more than casual
approach o writing, My vicws, they andenstood, were Laraely derived
from my own personal esperiences s  college student and master
teacher,) Onr bhasice agrecment was that we wonld spend abont a third
of our classroo time writing, would nse asystematic approach, would
concentrate chicflv on short paragraphs, and would attempt o wide
diversity of expository, deseriptive, and nareative forms, An exercise in
spatial description was ony first assivnment and required about two
or three total davs of class time. Tt was presented to students in the
form ontlined below:

An Fxercise in Pure Spatial Description
Write a purely descriptive paragraph picturing w0 real scene
ot
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> which you are actually observing at the time of writing. You may
choose a room, ong wall of a room, a set table, a bed, a view of a
house nearby (perhaps across the street), an intersection, a desk,
or another similar subject for your description, -~
Attach a simple sketch or chart to your paragraph, Show the
exact relationship of one object to another on this chart, '

Important Do’s:

1. Describe a real scene which you actually can observe as you
write,

2. Use a logical method of movement through space, (Move from
left to right, right to left, top to bottom, bottom to top,
obliquely across the room, ete.)

3. Use as many concrete nouns and active vorbs as you feel to be
cffective, (With this type of assignment vou can no doubt em-
ploy some “being” verbs and an occasional “passive voice” form
to wood effect.)

4. Show as exactly as possible the re Iulumslup of oh]vcts in space.
(However, try to avoid being overly "pedestriom™; don’t over-
stress wmathematical measurement,)

Important Don'ts:

L Don't bring yoursdlf into focus, Simply deseribe what you see,
(Do not Jocite vourself in the scene. Do not indicate what
vour feelings are ahout the seene,)

2, Dou't try to he “arty.” (Simply try to be clear and informa-
tive.) '

Following onr preparatory: discussion, cach student chose a specific
setting and bezan by making a crude sketeh to show the relationships
of objects in that area. Then, evervone, including the instructor, wrote
a rongh draft. The concept of the instructor as an active classroom
writer was established with this first assicnment, At this time we all
wrote on the same topic: thouch Liter, when more assignments had
been worked ont, instruction became individualized and students had

- choice, wsstming they had mastered the few hasie, preliminary writ-

Ing exercises,

For this static deseription, the class was divided into small groups
wiich discrssed our roneh drafts and wade sugvestions tor revision,
Each group had i recorder who wrote aroup suggestions on sheets of
paper and artachcd the appropriate sheet to each roneah dratt, That
evening, I added iy comments, Papers were retumed to stadents the
following dav, polished, revised copies were due the nest week, Re-
vision was mandatory for all except "A” papers. A well-understood
cround rule for this and all other coamposition assignments was that
there was no deadline on revision, Any student conld continue to re-
vise his work until satisfied with it. and the writing grade was con-
stuntle updated in termns of progresss The entire eniphasis in writing
wis on each student’s suceess inachievites o effective product, in this
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case, a specific kind of static description. The classroom was treated
as workshop or laboratory with everyone writing and submitting his

product for_general criticisin. Students were to aim at brevity and at

quality rather than quantity, _

Soon, students began to develop a sense of pride in craftsmanship.
When most had achieved reasonably effective descriptive paragraphs,
ditto sheets on which to type them were circulated to the students
who had achieved the greatest success. A small hooklet was then pre-
pared which included both the assignment and the models written by
the students. As the cluss reviewed these printed paragraphs, members
observed that some students had not maintained the highly objective
approach demanded by the assignment. They also noted that some of
these papers were among the best, Students remarked, and the in-
structor agreed, that there is nothing wrong with deviating from the
rigid guidelines of an assignment if it suits the needs of the writer,
and if the end results are successful. It was established that students
could make such deviations if they could defend them. An example
such as the one below illustrates a sophisticated, creative variation on
the original assignment:

Child’s Bedroom

On the tufted beige rug m a corner of the small room, a mourn-
ful lion rests with his sad yellow mnzzle buried in his forepaws.
He is sad and moumful perhaps because he has lost his once
beautiful mane along with his youth, and is left with only a few
wisps of hair stuck iu the seams of his stuffed head. Next to the
wall, and close to the lion, a golden palomino mounted on a car-
riage of aluminum bars with four steel springs seems to have been
frozen in mid-gallop, its straw-colored tail swishing in the air.
Precariously astride the blick and white saddle of the horse sits a
furry, brown and white monkey, its wide red mouth directing an
inane but silent taunt at the lion in the comer, Across the room, on
the white spread of a small bed, obviously enjoying the scene as
they surves it, sit Rageedy-Ann and Raggedy-Andy | . . she in her
navy blue dress and white apron, Lie in his blue trousers and red-
and-white checked shirt. These clothes are their only means of
distinction, for they look strangely alike as they hold each other's
hands, their red yarn haie disheveled, their bluck button eyes shin-
ing. and the thiu, bluck line of each one’s moath frozen in a per-
petual simek as they wateh the Lamenting Lion and  Mocking
Mounkey.

Yet, students also s how sticcessful close adherence to the letter
of the assignment could he:

The Garden in Winter
The garden iy still under the winter twilight, On one side was
a driveway anving into the darkness, and on the other was a
shoulder-high stone fence, its crevices and ledges covered with

sor o
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snow. At the foot of the wall, a row of stiff shoots with dried frozen
leaves jutted from the white earth, A birdbath, near the rear of the
garden, not far from the wall, and filled with ice und dirt, stood
regally among the dead clusters which dotted the ground. In the
very center of the garden rose an island, barely discérnible under
the snow, from which arched a lone plant. An oval-shuped walk
surronnded this island, continuing at each end straight through
the garden. Beyond the walk drooped a weary maple tree, streot-
lights shone through the bare branches of the tree, illuminating
the dead clumps of myrtle around its base, and revealing the tracks
of a rabbit leading toward the wall, All about were scattered stems,
frozen and bowed with heavy lifeless flowers, spectres which had
returned from death at night and cerily hovered over the ground.

Now that time had been established for our writing laboratory, it
was .not uncommon to see various combinations of students at work
on revision, or for me to have the luxnry of working at some length
with an individual during class time. Rather than generalizing about
writing, we found ourselves working on those very real problems faced
by writers who aim at a superior product. After two weeks, most of
which remained devoted to the study of literature, we had a collection
of. short descriptive paragraphs worthy of our abilities and efforts.

A fringe benefit came later when we submitteg our dittoed work to
the school-literary magazine. Four of the pieces were printed as short
creative sketches and were highlichted by impressive art work. We
were delighted, and during the rest of the school vear continued to
work on many other short, largely expository paragraphs. These para-
graphs included the nsual traditional types, such as example, enumera-
tion, comparison-contrast, analogy, reason, cause and eftect. and defi-
nition. We attempted to keep onr work focused, personal, specific,
orderly, and detailed. Later. understandings often carried over into
our writing abemt literature. Rather than pasting together a large
assortment of literary ideas in a “catch-all” paper. students began
writing tightly unified. short papers which focused on sharply Hinited
topics. Typical titles might be "The Use of Topography in Cry, the
Beloved Country.” or “Contrasting Houses in Wuthering Heights,”
“Steps in the Moral Regeneration of Tord Jim” or "Graham Greene's
Definition of Priest in The Power and the Glory” Such topics de-
manded the use of comparison-contrast, exanple, ennmeration, and
definition approaches. all of which students had first practiced in their
personal paragraphs.

When members of this class had completed the vear, they expressed
pleasure with the literary selections we had studied hat they also told
me in many wavs that they appreciated most the time we had spent
in our writing libaratory. Several students had won awards in the
Scholastic Writing Contest. and two had achieved distinetion in the
NCTE Achievement Awards in Writing Progran. The writing of this
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class also donnmted the school literary magazine, and 1 now had to
cope with the problem of ov erdonfidence.

More important than the recognition we received, however, was
the changed attitude of the class toward writing, We had learned to
write frcqncntlv both in the classroom setting and at home., We were
not “uptight” about grades since these conld always be improved if
we were willing to devote time and cnm"\ to revision, We were learn-
ing to do in our writing laboratory what art, industrial, homemal\mg,
and science students, as well as schoo! athletes and musicians, have
heen accustomed to doing for many vewrs. We were do\clnpmg a num-
ber of specific skills by practicing them frequently in a structured

setting which nevertheless allowed us considerable creativity and in--

dividuality, We clearly saw that creative, expository, and literary: forms
cannot be separated, but are. in fact, intimately related, We were aware
of what we conld do with the familiar, and with personal experience,
and were not afraid to use what we knew best in our writing. We were
confident of our abilities to determine guickly an effective way
which a given subject could be dmdnpod

7 benefited personally as'a teacher since T painlessly sectired many

excellent assignments, complete with models, My regular classes were

later to profit from these and especially .1pprocmtcd the verv tangible
and achiovable student examples. The exercise in static dmcnptxon

placed a high premimm on order and clarity as well as wpon exact and

effective word choice. Over a period of several vears. it has helped to
produce a rich harvest of student writing

s
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D LStudmls Walk Ont : | -

9

H
' f" “Frances Goldwatcer, Teacher, lnr'h.sh Department .
s Long Beach High School, Long Beach, New York

* u If - i
Togn !
My mixed-abilities. mixed-grades, high school creative writing stu-
" dents found 4 freeing experience in sucunnbmﬂ o a faut wy of Stanley
* Plumly published in The New Yorker:®
Walking Out
Stanley Plumly
Pwonld walk out of this flesh,
7 ;{ng"‘.i-,(? / f'#-/:._"rlﬁf'(,/ N
fore o "/y"//; e
[ - ) 'r:?(
poace Apa Ao
7
This intosicating idea was minimadly disenssed forits simple sense
hefore a vow of sileuce deseended to prevent crossfertilization or
dilution of inspiration. Then the students followed a three-part assign-
mest:

1. Wik ont of yourself. Then do either 2 or 3 below in poetry or
prose,

2. Look at what you left hehind . Fxanine the chies you have aban-
doned to the casnal passerby or to the intense dadent (vou
choose which), What would that person snake of the storehouse

® prom Grrefle (Lonisime State Universaty Pressd, ) 1972 The New Yorker

Magazine, Ine RHeprinted by pennission.
53
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of habits, postures, clothes, hngmprmts memories, and words
. that either shielded or were you? Detail the fragments from
which he must try to reconstruct the person you were, Weigh for
yourself whether you wunt his judgments to b(. accurate or
grossly ‘wrong. e
3. You are free now. Take us where you'd like to go, unseen, unfelt.
+ What mysteries will you penetrate, what sensations’ will you ‘ex-
plofe? This is. the journey that can take you in and out of place
and time and mind. What is it like and what do you discover?
The respouses speak for themselves. People really let go in ways
that had previously been bottled up by self-imposed corsets of suitable
form and content. Here are three:

I'm gonna eat toadstools until I get stuffed—
P'm gonna free all the frogs & let them fly away
I'm gonna drown every fish who will stand in my way.
'm gonna jump in the water all alone,
I will converse with the clams,
and smimggle some seaweed to the surfuce—
naive stuff, seaweed, needs exposure.
And tomorrow
I will sleep late, talk to no one—
Ever again, and watch tv,

Then thev'll be sorry— -
[ will make them all ery.

“Speak! Tell us what you've scen, what you

Know!”

I will only grin—

Like the cheshire cat,

L.ike the super-cheshire cat,

With omnipotent eyes,

a tuntalizing nose,

an ultimate mouth—-

And shake my head.
—Nanette Santoro

I hase just walked out, Not out of a job or school, but out of
my body (i.e., manifest corporeal form). The walk-out is a protest.
Yes, T am on strike against my body. The following list of griev-
ances has bheen submitted and deserves careful consideration:

A. Hours too short. Mind requests twenty-tour-hour wakeful-

ness but receives only sixteen,

B, Equipment defeets and failures as outlined below:

1. Torn cartilege in left knee, sprained ligaments in right.
Periodic disfunctionality (they occasionally stop work-
ingl.

Limgs subject to bronchial spasms during post-illness
perieds (coughs a lot after colds).

19
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3. HRalph Nader is conducting an inspection .md ontu'e
. body may be subject to recall,
C. Food consumption too large. During periods of wakefulness
the body consumes between three and five meals daily, Sub-
stautive reports and complaints available from Mother (who
cooks meals) and Father (who pays for them).
D. Flat feet. Minor, Acceptance and remedy of previous com-
plaints will be enough satisfaction for me to walk back in.

Thank you, Mr. Plumly. My students walk out every

—Ricky Kohn

You Are Free Now
A presence
Joining the wind -
Scanning the oceans
Taking a rest in the clouds
While determining my
Reason for being,.
Looking at cveryone and
Everything until I had its
Secret.
Eternity would be an
Instant or a glance at the
Creator
Knowing I would be saved.

—Mark Haisley

vear 1ow.
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Leveling with Students

Frances Everidge, Teacher, English Dc'pa'rtmc’nt
-Churchill High School, San Antonio, 1'exas

Y
7

Composition should be the most exciting past of an English pro-
gram, channeling students in cffective skilt technigues, yet freeing
stidents to create their own designs, whatever the framework: de-
scriptive, marrative, expository, or poetic. Freeing students to express
their fragmented ideas through the use of “levels” is a positive, effecs
tive, rewarding discipline, in the art of composition. This concept is
not new, but it is a concept which requires, by its very nature. a struc-
tured approach. If the teacher doesn’t know the destination, how can
he free students to go there® This paper is a résumé of a structured
approach to composition used with eleventh-grade students in a course C
titled “American Perspectives,” a fused course in language, composi-
tion, and literature. :

The backbone of this program is to nse the classics to raise questions
on style, so the classies must be used in an order that will fit the se-
quential thematic unit, In the first unit on Puritanism, students read:

A throng of bearded men, in sad-colored garments, and gray,
steeple-crowned  hats, intermised  with women, some  wearing -
hoods and others bareheaded, was assembled in-front of a wooden
edifice, the door of which was heavily timbered with oak, and
stirdded with iron spikes,

-

This fiest paragraph from The Scarlet Letter is a good beginning for
a discussion of Hawthorne's use of detail to make his deseription real-
istic and thereby "hook™ his reader into the time, place, and tone of
his narrative. No tags are given to structures at this time, but this and
otiier selected passages make the students aware of Hawthorne's
saphisticated styvle. No attempt is made vet to have students imitate
this or any other style, bat compaosition does proceed in terms of char-
acter shetehes and espository analvses of the total novel,

And thus the work proceeds: the two tackles hoisting and lower-
ing sitmtanemsby s hath whale cnd swindlass heaving, the heavers
singing, the blubber-room gentlenon contine, the nates scarfing,
the ship straining, wnd Al hands swearmg occasionally, by way of
assttainge the general friction,

We're on the Peguod now and ready to let Melville show us the
wav with different levels of structire as well as different levels of
a8
O
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meaning. At this point the Clristensen Rhetoric Program® is intro-
duced. Using a transparency of Melville’s sentence on the overhead
projector, 1 discuss the author’s use of detail;. then the questioning
begins. “SWhat would you call this kind of sentence?” ( “Compound-
complex” is the most popular answer, but usually one voice will ven-
ture, “Simple®’) Now they are all looking. Simple? I am ready for
the next stage. “If we all agree that there is only one subject/verb,
what will we call these other structures® What is hoisting™? Verb? No,
can't be—no helper. No way in our language for ‘hoisting’ in this
sentence to be called a verh.” A timid voice asks, “Participle?” Another
savs “Gerund?" Another “Verbal,” and others in the room get upset.
“Oh, that grammar stuff!” “1 never understood that.”

That’s when T black out the overhead. place a clear transparency in
readiness and begin my spicl. “If you have never understood the term
verbal before, then today is the day. It takes two minutes; are you
ready®” Then with wax pencil and transparency I explain a verbal. . ..
“Now. back to Melville’s sentence. If ‘hoisting’. is a verbal, what is
‘tackles?” Thev don’t know. But two more minutes and the concept
.of an “absolute” is established.

Now were ready for the introduction to Christensen’s Rhetoric
Program and the term “cnmulative sentence.” Throughout the week
we examine Melvilles stvle in ways not possible before. Students de-
clare that “absolutes” just leap out, once vou know them. We take a
short chapter from Moby Dick, such as “Brit,” and carefully examine
the structures. noting the writer's pacing as well es his variety.

The next step is a natural. Students write. The - write cumulative
sentences. breaking down the base clause into leve  of generality, each
level serving an important function to the whole, and each level pro-
viding specificity, like a camera zooming in for the closest look de-
sired. They write about the characters in the novel, but this time with
a different framework: use addition (modifying clements); direction
(logical arrangement); levels of generality (tell me all I need to
know): and texture (find the words; borrow the words, create the
words, anv wav but get rich in texture).

Throuchout it semester. use the Christensen Rhetorie Program and
the classics we are studving in a combined effoit to free students to
write. When we study Walden we toke up journai writing, putting to
nse the cmmulative sentences which are so effective for cataloguing
responses, as in Thoreau's chapter on “Sounds™

In the meanwhile all the shore rang with the tnmp of bullfrogs,
the sturdy spirits of ancient wine-hibbers and wassailers, still un-
repentant, trying to sing a catch in their Stygian lake,—if the
¢ Francis Christensen, Christensen Rhetoric Program. One Hundred Ninety-Five
Overhegd Transparencies with Teac g Script and Teaching Manual (Harper and
Row) awd Christensen Rhetoric Pregram: Stwdent Workbook (Canfield Press).

/
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Walden nymphs will pardon the comparison, for though there are
almost no weeds, there are frogs: there,~who would fain keep up
the hilarious rules of their old festal tables, though their voices
have waxed hourse- and solenmly grave, mocking at mirth, and the
wine has lost its Havor, and become only liquor to distend their
paunches, ‘and sweet intoxication never comes to drown the
memory of the past, but mere saturation and waterloggedness and
distention,

With all this as background. students have no difficulty accepting
the complex style of Dreiser in An American Tragedy. The opening
paragraphs provide effective levels and appropriate pacing:

DUSK—of a summer night.

And the tall walls of the commercial heart of an American city
of perhaps 100,000 inhabitants—such walls as in time may linger
as a mere fable,

Aud up the broad street, now comparatively hushed, a little
band of six,—a man of about fifty, short, stout, with bushy hair
protruding from under a round black felt hat, a most unimportant-
looking person, who carried a small portable organ such as is cus-
tomarily used by street preachers and singers . . ,

By the time students have reached the stream-of-consciousness sec-
tions, they are excitedly recognizing that fragments of thought in a
logical sequence are a form of “levels” and an effective writing tool,
Students not only pity or detest Clyde, but also recoguize the art form
which has made them feel this way:

The dusk and silente of a closing day. A concealed spot in the
depths of the sume sheltering woods where alone and dripping,
his dry bag near, Clyde stood, and by waiting, sought to dry him-
self. . .. But the repeated ery of that bird,—harsh, nerve shaking.
And then the gloom, in spite of the summer stars. And a youth
making his way through a dark. aninhabited wood, a4 dry straw
hat npon his head, a bag in his hand, walking briskly and yet
warily—south—south,

-

As we work into more contemporary literature we find all anthors
using “levels” and most of them utilizing the “absolnte” structure. Let's
free our students to write this way. .

The final <tep in this stroctered approach involves total commit-
ment from the student writer, He creates the story and makes real the
characters. attending to cach detail of storv-writing in a professional
way. And the stories are wood. My favorite examples of the use of
“levels™ come from vy own students” short stories:®

e 1 have ruoted from the <hort stories of the following students: Sandy Delozier,
Beth Wheelis. Kathy Bennett, Rosomnay Christis, Tisa Logan, Kathy Kramer,
and Ronne Ash.
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I remember times in Idaho when Melanie and I were best friends.

Numbers and faces drifted by, and we grinued at each other, It

was all so good, And we were friends, It was June and green and

lazy. It was July and water and Liughter. It was August and yellow

and mellow. Then suddenly the wind blew and jt was September,

We ran together in the night, | . e feet hitting the same sidewalk,
- jumping bushes. We ran in the warm air and felt summer go by.

My horse flew vver the grassy'éarth, and with this speed I passed
the wind—the wind endeavoring to catch me, pulling at my hair,

He had been walking for two hours in the red heat, sweat dripping
down his face, into his eyes, off the tip of his nose, salty in his
mouth,

The moon broke through the clouds a moment and I saw him
clearly. Proudly, defiantly, the huge rauge stallion glared at me
from white-rimmed eyes of fire, his blood-red nostrils distended
as he testily sniffed the air, his shaggy bay coat matted with blood
" from a recent fight, :

For a long while after her departure, I just sat, blinking stupidly
at the darkuness, wishing the heavy, langorous blackness would
envelop me with a sweet veil of indifference, thut I might never
worry about “seeing a light” or “finding the right road.”

When I was a little girl, I loved everything, The soft shadows of
the afternoon. Dragonflies. Trees. Rain. And love. In the middle
of a greem-grass, buttertly day 1 would sit, eyes closed to prescrve
the memory of the moment, heart open-to receive as much joy as
possible.

The motorcycle was the first thing I saw. handlebars shining in the
newly risen sun, metallic lanks glistening with morning dew. Not
a sound issued from the long Texas highway by which I slept;
there was only some happy prophecy of a contented sparrow sing-
ing near the roadside park.

And it never ends, composition, that is. I take an examination ques-
tion, such as the “Brute Incident” question suggested in End-of-Year
Examinations in English for Colleze-Bound Students, Grades 9-12
(CELB) and change it. so that stude sts not only write a description
of an action rmm mbered {rom their reading, they write the description
using “levels,” Can vou recognize the incidents?

He lay puffing hard, his body heaving in his shell, his eyes bulg-
ing, the blood in his head pumping furiously.

His nose was pushed back into his face, the nostrils looking like
two wide, gaping canyons, These cany.ms were peopled by ants,
carrying their loads in and out,

The four men leaped from the boat, each attempting to survive
the heavy waters around them.
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- And the pock-marked peasant exuded the liquid of life from five
different places, the tom flesh revealing the naked muscles,

Then the rat seemed to leap backward, The strike was a dusky
gray blur, a split second of perfectly timed speed and mdtion.

The sunlight streamed through the woods, shining upon the body
of a soldier, his eyes cast upward as though he searched the skies
for an answer, '

And still it doesn’t end, for students retum to visit saving, “You
know, 1 still think about leveling when I'm wiiting—well, I don't just
think about it—I do it!”
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Creative Writing:

A 1'114’(1}}5 and Not an End

Flo Lambcth, Teacher, English Department
Permian High School, Qdessa, Texas

When T began teaching, most of my convictions were cut on the
familiar bias of an unrecalistic ambition and a naive idealism. Nine
vears and a thousand students have shifted the pattern of my values.
One certitude, however, was held: creative writing has little place in
high school English classes.

This is not to say, however, that the bedrock of our teaching—solid
e\p(mtnn writing—cannot be mined for such nuggets as metaphor,

“allusion, simile. alliteration, analogy, parallelism. and other rhetorical

devices congenial to all forms of composition. For example, a sopho-
more's perfectly paced, tightly controlled comparison of Poe’s raven to
the IBM missile, closing with the hughtenod ominousness of Poe’s
own “Nevermore,” still excites me. A junior’s metaphor on the appear-
ance of the sentimental novel toward the close of the Age of Reason,
“Shylyv weeping behind her dainty lace Imndkeu]nef the sentimental
novel was an intimate acquaintance of many educated ladies of this .
period,” thongh foreed, does communicate solid information. A beauti--
fully balanced sentenee in an essay on the eminently balanced classxcal
era has both discipline and relevance.

It is the Tack of one or both of these qualities in alinost all the cre-
ative writing of high school students that T find ruinous. When 1 see
sentimentalism dribbled haphazaidly across the page and lubeled free
verse by students who cannot vet scan another poet’s meter, much less
ercet the wetaphorical net that most of us use to defend the genre
against Frost's criticism, the moppet in me wants to confide that the
cmperor is gnite naked. T find myself filled with the same aversion to
short stories malodorons with melodrama or awash in bathos.

No the job ot the secondary Endlish teacher is to denand structured
writing, to imsist that students learn to write Hemingway's “one good,
trie sentence ” to provide endless practice in variety of sentence strue-
ture awd leneth, (o awaken an awareness of diction and idiom, to teach
several basic essav formes so repetitiously that eventnally the student

can follow them by rote to produce copy with both coherence and
clavity, In short. our job is to teach the same old tenths about com-
mmnication by the same old Taborions method of making structured
assiznments. then spending the ten forevers it takes to? _z,mde each.
The job is not alamorous: still, there are abundant rewatds.
Oceasionadly, of comrse. an original writing assienment related to
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other skills and insights one is teaching does suggest itselt. Then one
can encourage the student to be “creative” (and often he is, within and
usually because of preestablished limits), confident that if the search
for valid originality remains a fishing expedition, Dther values are
being netted. From the Romantic period, for example; 1 have had good

“results with three such approaches, which 1 rotate according to the

skills, perceptions, and needs of individual classes.

Whitman’s “There Was a Child Went Forth” inspires an assignment
that both students and I enjoy, though for somewhat different reasons.
Giving each a copy-of the poet's amorphous assemblage of molding
influences, [ ask him to duplicate Whitman's catalogue method by sub-
stituting his own strongest reminiscences. 1 assure students that their

‘anonymity will be respected. Although most of their “poems” are pre-

dictably rambling and sentimental, an assigninent seldom fails to con-
tain at least one exquisitely framed, delicately suggested memory that
is obviously very precious. And, more important, since self-discovery
is the underlying goal of the assignment, seldom does a student turn in
his paper without betraying a sense of quiet pride in having made his
discovery.,

Occasionally comes the paper produced with restraint, almost ret- -
icence, as if the author is awed at having applied the scalpel so close
to the bone. One such paper, written by a loner about whom I had
worried despite his sceming self-containment within his own apart-
ness, was titled “The Hunun Spitwad Target.” Here is an excerpt:

Fourteen yeurs of quiet
solitude
timidness.
bashfulness and
loneliness
I was all of these things
like the clussroom spitwad target
who is that
because he is the only one
who sits in the corner of the room
and doesn't talk much.

He just sits there,
his mouth sewn together,
his body frozen into a cute little
dainty position,
trying to ignore those spitwads and
other varieties of flying objects
coming at him from all directions,

e just sits there
trying to ignore the bullies’
evil laughter.
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- Iread the denonement with all the eagerness T had brought to my first
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Being a spitwad target isn't any fun,
1 escaped,

petusal of Fitzgerald's “Freshest Boy.” Like Basil Lee, my student had
escaped through the magic of a human contact that came when the
boy was still, barely, reachable.

Another student’s approach veered sharply in both tone and form

« from Whitman’s. One of his most memorable lines spoke of observing
the heavens: “But my imagination delighted-in exalting reverie over
reason and wasted no time in spinning taffy-like threads of concentras

tion to cach little star, with hopes of conducting precious glimmers to
my own dim light.”

A visual complement goes with the assicument, Ha\mg set the stu-
dents to work. T call some tw enty-odd parents, cutting across as many
artificial barriers as possible to reach a wide variety of students. Secur-
“ing pledues of secreey. T ask each for photographs of his child caught
on the wing of a moment somewhat significant or characteristic. I then
select a vaviety for the AV department to enlarge into 8-x-10%. The day.
before T return the papers. T arrange a bulletin board with- Whitman's
title across the top. his poem in the middle. and student photos and

tvped excerpts from their poems covering almost every other square.

inch. Their reaction is stunning. The blasé outer skin of-thie typical
hizh school junior is sloughed off in a frenzy of eagerness, guesswork,
and—ves, intense excitement. Looking on, T sense that a new aware-
ness of the uniqueness of every other human being has, for a moment,
anvway, penetrated the solipsism so typical of—dnd I suppose, so
ultun.\t(]} essential to—adolescents,

Another assignment aims at increasing appreciation for Hawthome
while illnstrating the basic difforvnws between the well-made story
favared by Poe and the modems’ slice-of-life approach. After review-
ing students on the characteristics of the short story genre as we study
Poe. then Hawthorne, Tintermpt our chronological study to give them
a Chekhov story, dwelling on the Russian master’s well-known aversion
to heainnings and ends and stressing his impressionisin, Next, T re-
produce six of the snggestions sketched in Hawthorne's Journal for
stories he never wrote, label them “Never-Told Tales,” and invite my
students to expand ops, Within the story they must use one allusion,
simile. metaphor, alliterative phrase, bulanced sentence, and parallel
strncture. Finallv, each performs the antopsy on his own storv, ex-
plaining after the fact of creation why it more closely resembles the
classicallv-plotted or the “situation revealed™ tale.

One of the finest descriptive passages T have received came from
this assignment:

I walked throneh the oldest parts of the city, straying between
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the once grand mansions of another year, wow diseased and
crumbling under the dark, ruinous ivy called Time, ere were the
lost relies of a dead god of architectard, misplaced toys left in a
ravine after dark. . . .

Students’ self-critiques are endlessly fascinating. Most know what

they have written, and why it is so. But even the most gifted are often

caught in the web of subjectivity that spins itself around most human
efforts: they have written one type of story and perceived it as another.
Even so, their ingenious justifications usually demand respect for their
knowledge of the genre. Aud thereafter even the self-beguiling have
little tronble esplicating other stories,

Finally., as our studies of Romanticism end, 1 sometimes combine
experience with the closet drama with™iin overview and cvaluation of
the era called "Romanticism Revisited.” T begin with the flat assertion
that we must seriously consider the possibility that we are entering a
new Ace of Romanticism. Next, T point ont trends suggesting the
stirrings of @ Neo-Bomantic movement. These trends necessarily vary
from year to vear. This vear we discussed the ramifications of the
energy crisis that has dimmed our neon-lit skies, elaborating on the
analogy of a well-lighted industrialized society that, paradoxically,
provides little warmth, Finally, I invite them to join Whitman in wash-
ing the gnm from their eyes and seeing America through the vision
of five resurrected Romantics who, having just spent twenty-four hours
in America, have assembled to measure the current age against the
vardsticks of their own aspirations. T requive that the five represent a
cross-scetion of fields and philosophies: . T would not want, for ex-
ample, three tnsiciins and two dark Ronunties. An acceptable
dramatis personae micht consist of Roussean, Holmes, Thoreau, Poe,
and Melville.

Students have done remarkably able jobs of relating past to present
to heighten their perceptions of both, They have presented Thoreau
applauding Dr. King's application of his own wethod of resistance,
Cooper rermonstrating with himself for having ereated a Natty Bumppo
who aceclerated the vanishing of the frontier that both author and
hero <o loved. and Hawthome pondering the Freudian tendencey to
consider anilt the areatest sin of them all. They have portraved
Beethoven raging that modern man is “a piginy, not a Prometheus,”
Delaeroix grieving that so many Frenel republies have come and gone,
and the Knickerbockers decrving the spoiluge of the Hudson River.
Allnsions, donble entendres, and prns abound, A student gnoted Whit-
man after a visit to a hich school: 1 saswe mneh loafing, hut not many
sonls attended the event” Another attributed to Lonefellow the ob-
servation that "L too. saww the wanton wiste of beauty in America;
but. nevertheless T anw actrace of romance in ... the ship of outer
space.”
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Gaining experience with closet drama, dealing with dialogue char-
acteristic of the speaker (Holmes must be cternally ebullient; Mel-
ville, tragically ambivalent), reviewing themselves on the particular
postures of five Romanties—all these values should be iihpressed upon
the students. Especially gratifving, of course, is the perspective they

-~ display.

These types of assignments. then, typify my approach to creative
writing in any secondary English course not specifically labeled “cre-
ative writing.” On balance, I would rather have taught my students
to write one good paragraph that will survive a close reading for uaity,
coherence, and a systematic arrangement of thought than to have had
from them a dozen rhapsodies in egoismn. 1 rail at them to resist with
all-their might the lure of an allusion or the pull of a pun if their virtu-
ositvrintervenes between them and the reader. T remind thens repeat-
¢dly that their fivst jub is to communicate, not to entertain, and, least

their creative yearnings while justifving my even more urgent need to
feel accountable to the tough demands of expository writing that their
futures hold. then we are both well pleased. Meceting these demands
occupies most of my time and eneray, and teaches me considerable
humility.
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Juyne Karsten, Chairman, English Department
Langley High School, McLean, Virginia

I have beeome increasingly convineed through the years that the
secret of helping students write effectively is locked into the seemingly
paradoxical references "freedom™ and “discipline.” Freedom is vital to

‘release w student author into intewrity of expression, into provocative,

fresh response in both idea and desiun, Diseipline is vital to equip him
with the skills and deviees necessary to cull. order, and effectively com-
mmicate the raw response unleashed by the uninhibited experience.

For a teacher to achieve and sustain both elements of this paradox
is difficult. Too nmch freedom waters down. fragments creative re-
sponse: tod innch diseipline eripples, breeds robot performance. The
timing of when to ¢lose inand when to let go becomes a vital issue in
the writing classroom, Hanging loose does not create freedony; this
posture ustally canses frustration and lack of productivity. Coming on
too heavy with formal instruction can be equally frustrating and, also,
end in Lick of productivity. hiposing order on the soul-stuff, with
which wood writing hegins, requives delic te halance. '

One ot the most recurringly suceessful technigquds T have used in an
attempt to achieve such balanee is a dovice T label “concept structur-
inw.” This epproach has bronght muny students 2o a new way of seeing
writing, has helped them to tap resonrees of Creativity and langnage
they did not huow existed within them. has served as the catalvst for
the development of exciting manmseripts in all genres, The deviee has
served. absols to make stadents aware that all of their writing is crea-
tive, that the expository essav, the poem. the one-act play. the novel,
and the short story b baikd from a creative foree, that form is not
Himited to the essan bt s the property of all genres of Titeratore,

Concept strmcturing is hased on the realization that many ideas we
expericnee. althoned they seem to be totadly different on the surface,
are bound toether by thee came basic underlving abstraction. Pieces
of wiitine can be totally didferent inexposition, characterization, strue-
tural ondervine Tinsistios, sewre, cte . but il share a0 common de-
nominator of alstraction. To imtote the approach. Task stadents to
brafustonm g bt of veions abstradctons. enconrasineg them to concen-
trate on those which coeese in picees of teratine they have read. 1
then sk forvolintecs to expliin one or two of the abstractions, sneh
as Nelbreliamee ™ justice” or “Hime” urging them to define the ab-
St ”.IH!I"_]I "\'“"I’]"‘- Al (]nh~, or .lll.t](n-_:u'\'. T cnable them
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to grasp the idea better, 1 focus on the term “mousetrap,” pointing aut
that Poc’s “Cask of Amontillado” and the play. within the "play- in
Hamlet reflect the mowsetrap concept, and that many murder mysteries
and TV shows they have read and scen are bound together by this
intrinsic force. 1 encourage them to define mousetrap incidents in

- their experiences. After these preliminary steps, they are ready to move

into various writing experiences.

In the first writing activity, I ask students to define a particular ab-
straction in any genre they wish: vignette, .poem, brief expository
essay, dramatic sketch, ete. One of the most provocative abstractions
1 have used is “circumseribe.” T usually introduce the coneept by read-
ing Edwin Arlington Robinson’s poem “I Drew a Circle” and defining
the term through the poem. Students quickly arrive at the conclusion

. that “circumscribe” can mean being closed out as well as being closed
-~ <

in by something. A discussion of how studeutts lives are circumseribed
by family, school, interrelitionships, and themselves usually follows.
At a peak of interest, I give the writing assignment: construct in any
genre 4 writing sample bound together in some way by the abstraction
“circumseribe.” The idea is to show, not tell: in the best papers the in-
trinsic statement will emerge subtly from the incident, the conunent,
the experience being described or dramatized.

The results have been exciting: the subjects covered in crystallizing
the abstraction, legion. Manuscripts have come in reflecting how
blacks are circumseribed by their color; closing themselves off from
society, being closed off by society; how modern man is circumseribed
by time and a distorted value system; youth by lack of purposiveness
or by too much purposiveness: a voung girl by blindness; a boy in
going steady; another boy by his passion for a particular sport. The
following is a sample written in response to the assignment. The stu-
dent captures an incident involving her little brother, The manuscript
was developed in class directly following the discussion of the coneept.

The Tactician

Hey Mom, ook what T found--a frog. w real live crouking green
fro, ook Mom, he's a beanty of a frog. T found him this morning
when T was fishing, Can | keep him, Mom? Huh? Bat Mom, he
peeds me; look at hit, poor v, He'll die without me, lonely,
starving frog, That's why he'll die Mom - that’s why—so now can
[ heep lum, huh® What do vou mean he's dity and shimy? P give
him a bath T even take a bath, then we'll both be clean. Right
Mo, then Tean heep him - alright? After all, how could youn re-
fuse to keep a cean, lonely starving froe? Yon could, huh! Don't
vou lanve a heawrt Mom? How wonld von like to be a frog all alone
withont a family or house? [ know you're not a frog but how would
vou feel i vou were? He doesn’t have any other friends; he told
me. 1'm his only one.

Look, he bkes you too; he's hopping right towards you. Don't

-
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step on him Mom, don’t you want to be his friend® He can play
with you while I'm at kindergarten, You don’t want to play with
him? Why? Why don’t you like him Mom® You always said you
*. liked my friends. You say he isn’t what you meant. Why not Mom;
he is my friend, Don't make me throw him out, please Mon;
-he'll be mad; maybe tie'll get all his friends and attack the house,
Then what would: you do, huh, Mom? You wouldn’t move, Mom,
I know you're only kidding. Take him out! But Mom I just can't.
Hell die, poor little Marvin will die. I bet-when you found me on
my birthday you wanted to throw me out too, huh Mom huh!
- What did you say Mom—I can keep him? Oh boy—thanks
Mom! And guess what, Mom, Charlie told me his frog looked just
like Marvin. Charlie has six little frogs now, Mon. Isn’t that good,
Mom; aren’t you glad you said 1 could keep him® Huh, Mom?
Hey, Mom . . . ‘

Other abstractions work equally well. Another one is “separate
peace.” Again. the subjec's emerging are rich and varied: a short story
about a young Jewish boy who finally decides to fight rather than take
further abuse from his classmates, a vignette about a girl who decides
to give up a black boy rather than be alienated from her family, and
a spoof about whether or not a young man should stay up late before
taking the SAT are a few examples. One of the finest examples is a
short story that won the Columbia University Bronze Medal in 1970.
It is about a boy tuming seventeen who, deciding that he has become
too sophisticated to play with his dog he found in the snow as a pup,
deciding that the dog has now become too much trouble to take care
of, gives him to a neighbor’s boy. : )

A somewhat different activity which has worked well in concept
structuring is designed arovnd the abstraction “relate.” To prepare
for this activity. I announce that the class is going to be working with
an abstract concept but that the concept will not be defined until sey-
eral preliminary steps have been completed. I then initiate a series of
writing experiences. First, T ask cach student to record freely, reflect-
ing both objective and subjective responses to his situation. I next ask
hitu to move to another position in the room and write again, pointing
ont that he has placed himself in a new environment by moving, T ask
him to move a third time to a position dircetly opposite someone in
the room, to make eye contact and again record his reaction. 1 then
ask hin to return to hiy original position. T explain that up to now he
has been asked to record experiences he has had in this room: in the
next step, he will be asked to concentrate on something outside of the
room. I ask him to think about a person or persons not in the present
experience and record as before.

I then ask students to define the main abstraction which they have
been building. After discussing the fact that they have been participat-
ing in several abstractions, such as "moving” and “reacting,” 1 guide
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thém to a focus on the concept “relating” as the most encompassing of

the several abstractions governing the experience, 1 call attention to
the fact that what students have actually been recording in the above
steps is how they relate at a certain period in time and space to various
situations. T remind them that they are exercising the concept of re-
lating constantly in their lives: when they talk to friends, have con-
frontations with their parents, apply for « job. I then ask them to
construct a writing sample structured by the concept of relating, de-
veloping it in any genre they wish, Again, the results are rewarding.

The emphasis in coneept structuring is not on designing this plot or
that form: it is, instead, in capturing the many rich, vital observations
embedded in a student’s experience. In concentrating on the abstrac-
tion, the student becomes less conscious of plot, theme, character, and
form as isolated factors: he, thercfore, becomes less self-conscious in
handling them, He becomes enmeshed in the total experience about
which he is writing: parts seem to tall into place in a natural way to
produce the whole. He will, of course, want to refine, perhaps re-
develop his basic response in another genre or maybe several genres.
But the essence of idea is captured, subtly and intimately bound to-
gether by the abstraction. Form and theme are synthesized; nothing
is superimposed. He has his hands on something, He will be much
more willing to listen to observations about strengthening syntax, eoy-
tending development, manipulating structure, refining mechanics when
he feels that these processes are operating to perfect a recognizable
whole, The delicate balanee has been achieved,
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Rose Barth, Head, English Department
Orange High School, Pepper Pike, Ohio

One impromptu writing assignment, which takes just fifty-three
minuates from directions to finished composition, has produced some
delighttul stories with additional dividends for both my students ¢+
me—pleasure for the students in the composing process and pleasure
for me in preparing materials, in watching students respond to the
assignment, and in reading the results. d

This assicnment is based on something as mundane as the daily
newspaper with ifs news stories, want ads, columms. cartoons, per-
sonals, and advertisments. Although I have used it for three years
now, I am still delichted each vear and even amazed at how clever
students can be in just fifty-three minutes.

Preparing for this composition is time-consuming, but fun and worth
all my eftorts, Several weeks in advance, my approach to reading the
daily paper undergoes a complete change. As 1 pick up the newspaper,
I no longer mmnble, “What are those rapscallions in Washington—or
Columbns—up to today®” Instead. as I leat through the paper, perus-
ing one story after another, T ponder, *What could Sue do with this
one? Couldn’t Nanev write a tear jerker about that incident?® I'll bet
Brian could really do a biting satire about old Senator Z. and his
scummy pavoffs.”

Armed with a pair of scissors, T begin to snip at random—a funny
story here: a tale of arief there: a stock market gquotation: a note from
the personal colunm which reads, “Ginnie, please come home, T can't
find my favorite tie, and T still Tove vou, Bill™ a headline giving a
foothall or baskethall score; a letter to Ann Landers from a teenager
whose hovfriend is urging her to turn on with pot; a Dennis-the-
Menace or a Marmaduke cartoon in which the little oy is stealing
apples and saving to the orcliard owner who apprehends him, “T can't
read vet.and T thought the sign said, "Help vourselt’ ”; a want ad about
a soupedap car for sale: an advertisement, with picture, of the new
s in town: another advertisement by the local pet shop selling five
fish tor fust one dollar with every agnarinm purchased at $9.98.

A week or two and fifty or sixty snippings Tater, T am ready for the
next step. Neroving my treasures in what T eall my “newspaper.” with
apologics to onr jonrnalism teacher, T arrange eight to ten clippings
of varions tvpes on one pase and then run them throngh the copy
machine. One page micht inclade @ sports headline, a “Dear Abby™
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Jetter, a curtoon, a news story, a want ad, a pmmml variety is the key

to a e,ond page. T continue to arrange other pages in a similar fashion.
By the time I have finished. I have a newspaper page for every stu-
dent inwy class—twenty-five separate pages in all. 1 place some of
the same stories on more than one page, but very few pages are ex-
"u.tl) alike. With the photocopying equipment, varied page make-up
is possible, and when the principal asks me whether I have been indi-
vidualizing assignments, my newspaper pages are living proofl I make
sure that all fifty or sisty clippings appear somewhere in these twenty-
five pages.

That task done, I am ready for the actual presentation to my class.
As I have mentioned prvv:oueh this impromptu assignment is to be
completed in a fifty-three-minute class period, from the distribution of
my newspaper to the collection of the finished composition. When 1
distribute these pages to members of: the class, I make sure that no
two students sitting side by side receive identical pages: also, as I dis-
tribute the pages, 1 quickly glance at the stories and then fit a page
or a given story to the individual at hand. .

My only dircetions to them are that they focus on one item in the
newspaper and write anvthing which that item suggests in whatever
form they feel is suitable—short storv, familiar essay, poem, diary
entry, or anything clse which thev might dream up.

Their first response to the assignment is the old familiar groan, “Oh,
no, how do vou expect us to do this much in fiftv-three minutes? or,
“Mis. B., what do vou have against us? or, “I alwavs knew all Ene''sh
teachers were sadists.” Groans subside as they begin to read their
newspapers, compare notes with their neighbors, and think up possi-
bilities. T even hear a few chuckles and some out-and-out guffaws,
Occasionally, students decide to exchange papers for one reason or
another,

Within ten minutes the room is silent except for the scratching of
ballpoints, the snapping of notebooks to get more paper, the veeasional
grunts of satisfaction, glee, or disgust—those sounds of the composing
process with which all teachers of English are familiar. As twenty-five
students hand me their best efforts on their way to the next class, no
one is indifferent. A “Gee, that was fun” coming from several of my
sophisticated eleventh-graders is enough to brichten my dav—and
even my week—and send me scurrving to read the finished product,
even hoping for a little hidden talent.

If one expects twenty-five manuseripts ready for immediate sub-
mission to the Scholastic or Athintic contests, he mav he a bit disap-
pointed. However. from a class of this size, T am very likely to find
five or six stories of a sufficiently good quality to submit to our literary
magazine with very hittle revision. T am submitting one such essay,
“Goldmine,” with this article. Tt was based on the advertisement for




Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

74 ' y 3 Rose Barth

s _
' .
aquariums and needed almost no revision, Another good essay which
I remember and which subsequently appeared in our literary . mag-
azine was based on the advertisement for the opening of the new sauna
and focused on a. conversation among five mmen sitting in the steam
room. One boy wrote a fanciful but plausible story about a banana
thief, based on a news itemn of one or two lines. Also, Ann Landers’ ad-
vice is fertile ground for numerous familiar essays and short stories,-
One word of cantion about news stories per se: Rather than include
an entire news story in my paper, I generally limit it to the lead and
the following paragraph; otherwise, the story is too «complete and

- does not allow the student enough creative imagination,

I enjuy this particular assigniment because the students get much
pleasure from it and because it is a change of pace from our usual
expository writing, Yet the benefits are even greater. 1 veeall an earlier
creative writing assignment which T had prefaced with “Write any-
thing you like.” (LEvery Enclish teacher can recall a similar experiénce
with ity resulting fiasco.) I returned Tom's painful efforts abouft his
being the only surviver after a nuclear holocanst and wbout his at-
tempts to set up interstellar conimunication with some ingélligent
beings on a planet twenty-million light vears away, only to/find out
that these beings were vicious desperadoes who had escaped earth
twenty-one million leht vears before. 1 placed this notagion on his
paper: "Tom, ulthonga this paper is interesting and vour style has
possibilitics, you should be aware that the best writing {s most often
about ordinary happenings around us—those huppvninés with which
we are most familiar” Tom wasn't convineed really, though I had
sanctificd my inseription by using red ink,

But after Ton, a brawny haltback on our football team, had written
a spectacular accomnt of a tense foothall game based on the sports
page headline in his newspaper, the truth of my comment on the
previous paper dawned: Drama s all around us.

Because this assignment elicited Gloria's eomment, “Gee, this was
a fun assignment,” and Tom's realization that drama is to be found
even on the plaving field at Orange, and Sue's glorification of “seven
goldfish, of the lovely common variety that required just one glass
bowl, two marbles, and a lot of tender loving care ... " T consider the
fittv-three minutes as one of my better investments in students' tine.

And, incidentally, students don’t have to be of the eleventh-grade
honors varictv—as in the case of my class—to elicit the teacher com-
ment, "I didi’t know that students could be so clever in just fifty-three
minutes!”

Goldmine *
“Start o hobby!™ the ad in the paper encouragred me, “Save on

* For the wesigument desenbed above, this essay was written by Sne Botnick in
the eleventh grade at Ot Hhigh Schouol,




ir

O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Rose Burth . . N

N y

aquariums, only $9.98 plus kit and fsh, five for $1.00 at the

- Aquarium Mart, this week only!”

3

I was off on what I thought was. the world's greatest hobby. I
went to the aquarium center and handed over iny $9.98, to receive
one glass tank, naked save the price tag and guarantee, “Here'’s
two dollars, give me ten fish, please,” I said, blissfully innocent of
the consequences of this one remark, -

“Ten fish®” cried the clerk! “Ten fish sheswants!” People begun
to stare, “Do you waut fresh water or tropicals? Snails to clean up,
“or catfish? Suails are my favorite. And do you wunt kissing fish,
Japanese fighting fish, or piranhas? Choose one above, please.
Would you like a colorful assortment of guppies, or some fan-tail
angels, or what about . . ."”

“Please,” 1 said, dazedly, “which ones are prettiest? May 1 buy
ten of them?” .

L UWell, T think these orangy-green ones are nice, or how about

th avocado and brown spotted rashoras?” I said that some angel
i h wonld do, along with some pink and blue big fish.

fishibalistic and can cqutraet the Iek.” .
'\(‘)h .. Well, you pick some for me.”
“Kine, fine,” he said, promptly selecting fish of definitely clash-
ing cylors, 1 groaned,
"Now you will need some sand for the bottom of the tank .. ."
“We Nave sand in, our sandbox.”

“No. it-must be special sand, Take this box, a bargain for you,

at $1.98. Apd I'll ficure in, of course, the filter, some suails . .,
Hev, stop admiring the goldfish. You have tropical fish. now, no
more little kid, stuff for vou. Let's see. Your want some Ick med-
icine, sume fungus killer, and surely a mineral block. And an air
pump ., . )

I gave him a pleading look. "Do I have to get all that ~ow? I
promised my brother to hring home fish tonight . .."

“Tonicht?” He was wstonished, "Why, vou can't take these fish
home antid 1 know yon'ean take care of them and untit you have
vour cquipment ready fon the poor darlings. You can’t just treat
then like fish, vou know, You must see that they gét good care, ..
'l throw in o book on fish care too”

“How mnch will all this rmeme?” My voice shook a little; all
Fwanted was an aguarnam full of fish as Pd seen in the picture,

"I oven nse our easy payinent’ phan, its ouly ten dollars per
menth for seven months, 1 you dliwose to pay now, I'd have to
work out the exact eost.” '

I sat down guickly, Seventy dollars was a It of money to take
care of ten fish, T glinced at his Jewish ealendar, Suddenly T had
an idea, .

“I don't think Pin ready for the fish just vet,” T gquavered to the
pean hehind my prospective equipment., “Maybe TH come back in
a menth,”

" Ok, nu, you can't mix the cichlids and the angels. They become

75




brreem g =
[ I R A Lo S e L e

- Rose Burth

The elerk gave me a look thut would have sent his piranhas
quavering, but I knew what T wanted.

The next Sunday, I went to the Purim Cagaival at Temple and
invested two dollars iw ping-pong balls ut @ friend’s booth, I was ™
lucky that day and won seven goldfish, of the lovely common

variety that required just one glass”bowl, two marbles, and a lot
Ty, of tender loving care to keep them happy for a long time.

$ .

The wall newspaper is a continuous project. This year the students
involved named the paper The Messenger. Each issue has a theme
which the students decide as the topics of current interest or the time

t of the year dictates. Simple cutouts and art work decorate the desig-
nated halliway so the entire student body can read the publication. | St
Students decide the topics, the deadlines, and the means by which |
they will produce each issue. Articles written for this publication may |
be signed or ansigned unless the writing is an editorial ora column’
which could be controversial; then, the columnist must sign his name,
No editor is permanently desiznated  Different students assume the |
leadlership for cach issue, Co

Eleanore R Moaor
Donglas Hizh School
Fllsworth Air Foree Base,
South Dahota
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‘The Communit v Documentary: - ' | i
Anw Alternatice to the fzbmn Iuw(mll Paper

I\urt M. Jordan, Chairman, &,nnlmh I)vpartm( nt ,
Concordia Luthcran 1ligh School, Fort Wayne, indiane o

When in disgrace with Fortune and men's eyes, -
I all alone bheweep my outeast state,
And trouble deaf heaven with _my bootless cries,
. And look upon myself, and curse my fate, . . .
' —-Sonnet 29
‘ Williani Shakespeare

Sounds like the annual lament of the typical eollege prep Enelish y
teacher who has just scanned the most recent bateh of library term
papers, and is already counting the number of hours it will take to /
comment constructively (perhaps reluctantly) on all of them. But how ./
many- will contain traces of imaginative original thinking to brighten -
the teacher’s tedium?

If you can be counted in the ranks of such teachers, then take heart.
" Here is an alternative project that has provided for me lively and
exciting papers, vet with the skills and attendant values originally
associated with the annual research papers—and even some added sur-
prise bonuses.
According to Henry B. Slotnick ("On The Teaching of Writing:
™ Some Implications from National Assessinent,” English Journal, De-
cenber 1973, p. 1233,

oo yon want students %o write well, they must be given topics
‘- they regard as important or diverting, . . . Otherwise, the writing
' is likelv to be dill and, what is worse, not reflective of what stu-
dents think, feel, or can do.

While the library rescarch paper Cor term paper) has many intrinsic
and extrinsic valnes from a teacher's point of view, I must admit that
fre r;ncntlx it is diflicalt to convince the students that such.writing need
not be stuflily ucade mic,

Currentlv, instewd of the research paper in our Enelish Orientation
for COHllege chisses | senior-level elective). we have initiated the “com-

smunity docminentary”™ writing project with some enconraging results.
We determined that we wished to retain the basie skills and study
Labits desizned and develnped to accompany the preparation of the
rescarch papers, hut we wanted to take into consideration topies which
had the potential tor more student interest and more fissthand student
involvement in the devolopment of rescarch and ideas,
77 o
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Initially, we developed a list of basie skills and @'titudes -we wanted
to stress. The student should accomplish thv tollowing assignments
teading to the final paper.

1.

9( lr‘c‘t a subject which can meet three criteria.
. He or she should he sufficiently interested in the subject to
dmj with it in an interesting and’ intelligent fashion. _
b, He or she should be able to seeure sufficient research from
local resources. :
c. He or she should be able to deal with the subject in a papo
of approximately 1500 to 2,000 words.
Formulate a proposed thesis or controlling idea and a mnkmg
outline which can serve to organize the pwlnmnmy research.
(To begin, the use of lead or guide questions is sugaested; even-
tually, these .can possibly be altered to form assertions for thc
miajor headings of the outline.)
Develop an adequate and workable note-taking svstem.
Become familiar with basic forms of research and the accounting
for such study through standard bibliographic technigue,
Arrange notes in the order of the finalized outline.

Develop a final thesis and submit both thesis and outline in a

consultation with the teacher before procecding to write the
paper.

Present o formal rescareh paper, complete with standard docu-
mentation.

The procedure went like this, Instead of the library term paper (a

namie whose connotation has become lecendary), we ealled the project
“documentary,” Students seemed to react more fnux.yh]\' to this

R\

Jabel, possibly becanse of their familiarity with television pmgmms of
this tvpe, such us CBS Reports or 60 Minntes,
Several guidelines were furnished as aids to get students nn(lcl\\.n.

1.

t

The topic should first and foremost be one that conld be ;mu]_\'zcd
locallyv—-within the Fort Wavne area: research was to be derived
primarily trom  fisthand,  experiential observations,  Readings
were disenssed as being necessary Tt of secondary importance
to the valne of sceing and "being™ a part of the activity dis-
cussed. Naturally, the importance of honest and acenrate: record-
ing and roporting seas dnly stressed,

Focad protessionad, voeational, and technical persons were to be-
come key resomree pensons, along with public officials, house-
wives, and all others swhe mizht be fauiliar with a particular
process or activitv involved i the doconmentaries,

Relevsed tine From eles was availabde to those \\'h«) obtained
parcntd perinission toniss wopart of the school dav. Supportive

-
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L administrative part.gipation allowed such a procedure, enabling
' students to visit sites and locations where they could observe the -
problems and practices they were n-w.nclmv*»—m to conduct
interviews, or to sample public opinion. .
o 4. Prior to being granted released tinme, the studeuts were 1s1\0d to
submit carefully worded preliminary thesis sentences and lists
of\ql_lostions or problems they wished to have resolved in order
to support the ideas of their theses. (This practice helped to re-
duce any problems of students attending interviews and being
unprepared. As a result we found no students who “took ad-
vantage” of the released time in the community because they
evidently responded with responsible activity when trist and
confidence were placed in them. The need for interviews also
gave us an oppogtunity to discuss protocol of arranging and con-
ducting productive visits. and meetings. Students usually tape-
recorded the visits for more aceuracy in their research,)

And what exciting and stimulating projects the students. produced.
Note some of these examples of docummentaries:

An examination of vocational rchabilitation epportunities for men- 7
tully handicapped persons

A follow-up eviluation of the mayor’s campaign promises to inte-
arate racially the eity’s police and fire departments

A study of local medical nses of atomic energy in the treatment of
cancer paticnts

A step-bv-step procednre to be followed by parents with crippled
children should they need help from the United Way agencies

A child’s eve view of Head Start

A comparison of an “open” classtoom with a traditionad “lecture- : ¢
learn™ class in two of the city’s high schools '

A look at the future mass transit needs of Fort Wayne

A plan for urban renewal in the conter city

An examination of recreational possibilities ufforded by the eity's
river and water systems

A reerniting fikn made by ROTC officers to be shown to prospec-
tive cudets now in the junior-hich grades

Note the human clement in all of these, When the students sensed
the vitul and relevant quality of the projects. they found their interests
being served and consequently allowed the documentary to come
alive for them, ’

As an alternative to the written docrinentary, the classes were al-
lowed to opt for media presentations ¢five minates mininmnm) nsing
Smm movies ar shides and tape-vecording the mrvated seript. (The
ROTC oy found a local sonree who foaned them 18mm equipment,
and favorably impressed docal benefactors who funded the film costs
and processing expenses., )
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Whati did we accomplish? A rescarcli paper, but one replete with
all the hoped-for skills and study traits. attendant to systematic re-
search, But more than that, Students became excited about their work
and were confident that-their efforts might eventually be instrumental
in furthering the causes of worthwhile commmunity programs, or at
least be instrumental in the process. of productive change.

Tecnagers sometimes have the tendeney to beecome eynical about a
world filled with deception and subterfuge. But when they have the
opportunity to findd truth and reality which they can separate from
cynicism and hypeicrisy, then the schools and the English classes have
become instruments in producing young people whose values -and

: goals are indeed positive o
\ In addition. we found added fringe benefits in the development of
meaningful communication between teenagers and members of the
Caonmunity, and between parents and their teenagers. Surprisingly, a
significant number of young people chose to examine community or
extria-vocational roles of one or both of their parents. For teens who
often care to have little or nothing to do with their parents’ life styles,.
they impressed ns by their wishes to become familiar with and in-
formed about what their families were doing outside the home—and
often with a sense of commendable pride in what they found. '

The ‘reading research requirements were fortuna ?*]\ met by our
local public library which has, in addition to the standard rescarch re-
sources, p fairly comprehensive clipping file on subjects covered by
the two Jocal newspapers. And the librarians were gratified that their
efforts in collecting over the past vears were being utilized by these
vouny researchers. The files helped immensely in providing necessary
background information: upon which students could “biitd “their per-
sonal findings, -

On the days when the students were scheduled to diseuss or present
their documentaries o their ckissmates, we beaan to realize fully the
many beacfits such.a project held for the members of the elasses, Not
only was cennine and deserved pride evident in the manner in which
the projects were presentéd, but the sense of support and encourage-
ment shown by the students for each others” presentations was timly
gratifving. Parents asked to come and sit in on the classes: local city
officials who had supplied valuable assistanee arranged to see the
presentations. as ddid varions trade and professional persons who had
helped. Lo

Thus one school had one of its finest experiences with Students “going
bevond its walls™ for their education. Students discovered what re-
sources their commmuity really holds for themi they gained respect
for trne achievementTimd possibly most important, the community
discovered the valuable potentid of it tatare Teaders,
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In Leagne with MacLeish

R. Warner Brown, Teacher, English Department
York Community High School,: Elmhurst, Nlinois

a

Refurbishing old plots is an honorable tradition. Chaucer did it
Shakespeare did it Shaw did it. More recently Anonilli and MacLeish

“have done it And whether the Preacher was entirely right or not, it

is a practicai truth that there is nothing new under the spn. Although
each generition discovers life for itself, one of its most valuable dis-
coveries is that modern life is largely a revision of the past, a set of
variations on a welleworn theme. _

The current wave of retrospection need not be a simplé sentimental
romp throush nostalgia-land. There is more durable stuff than Glenn
Miller, Superinan, Big-Little Books. and No, No. Nanctte; and studenis
of today are not averse to discovering and using the evelical nature of
history as w basis for their own imadinative writing eftorts. Old plots
can become new—at least they can be refurbished, Adapting an old
story to fit the present is an appropriate aeeans of helping yonng
writers realize their capabilitios,

In vne of my courses we read the Book of Job. ploughing through
the endless discussion of Job's alleged guilt and his definite repentance
for uttering what he understood not. Its formal dialogue--1nore sym-
posium than drama—scenms hardlye a likely source for a twentieth-cen-
tury theatrical success, but when my students read ] B, Archibald
Macleish's version of Job, they see first the possibilities of updating
an old storv and then, more importantly, the wav in which MacLeish
cmplovs the Job situation as a metaphor for the unexptained suffering
of onr time, As we approach the study of 1o B 1 offer it s a model
which vught to be quite helpful when they write their own modern
adaptation of some hterary work later in the terme With this responsi-
bility in mind they carry @ halt-defined goal hefore them and varving
degrees of anticipation ranging from fear to delicht. But whatever
their personad response may be, thev are involved in a long-term read-
ine and writing project in league with Macleish, wio becomnes, in
clteet, their teacher of inaginative writing for several weeks,

The actual reading of J. B.is done wlond in clas . Tt mtkes excellent
closet draome, and the clssroom reading allows for immediate dis-
cussion of theres, parposes, and techniques of characterization. dia-
locue, setting, selection, enphasis, and plotting. We  esplore the
reasons wWhy Nacleish introdnees God and Satan on stage as char-
acters in the pla—Drokcn-dovwn actors rednecd by circonistances to
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selling balloons and popcorn in a circus. We note the shifting of
emphasis from lengthy poctical discussions of hwnan guilt and divine
retribution to the relentless Blows of misfortme which wipe out J. B.'s
family and possessions and cadse his wife to leave him. We follow
the niodernization of charcters—from patriarch to financier, from
“comforters™ to priest, psychiatrist, and soap-box sociologist, -each
with a contemporary solution to the problem of J. B)'s suffering. We
ponder the altered conclusion in MacLeish's work in an attempt to
discover why a humanistic love replaces the older resolution: Job's
penitent aceeptance of God's supreme power, We reter to eritical re-
views in The Voice out of the Whirlwind: The Book of Job, edited by
Ralph F. Hone. And finally, we inguire’ somewhat ineredulously into
Carl Jung’s Ansteer to Job for a modern psychiatric interpretation of
the Old Testament work,

At that point, having ploughed and seeded, we await the sprouts

while attending to other work., A new unit mav come and go before

we reach the most fruitful time to try our own adaptations. At the
height of civil nnrest during the late 1960s Antizone made a timely

souree for a comtemporary tragedy involving high-handed exceutive

decisions of cnestionable morality in conflict with the consciences of
the people. As they discovered the roots of civil disobedienee in classi-
cal antiquity, the students produced stories showing that they were
aware of the hazards of both tvranny and defiance. The hamartia of
Creon. who insists on Law and order even when the Taw is unjust. and
of Anticone, who is willing to die rather than disobey the higher laws
of the gods, Became very real in the heat of the Vietnam controversy.
[ like to think, in fact, that this awareness produced not only mature
stories but ubo mature behavior at a time when the inpatience of
many bricht voune people produced irrational radicalisni,

At almost any time The Adventuwres of Huckleberry Finn can be-
come the hasis for a corrent rite-of-passage story complete with the
possibilities of hnman brotherhood in a small conmter-socioty free of
the prejudice. ignorance, vanity, gudlibility. and omeriness that abound
onall sidess With this kind of tale the student writer has the bonus
possibility of reproducing carrent dialeets, often so dear to high school
students, OF corrse, the teacher who enconrages this process shonld
not be shocked to discover profanity nnless he has first insisted that
Mok Pwain's avoidance of fovur-detter words be the model. Also the
teacher is oblized to confront his votme adapter with black objections
to the portrndd of him as an object of humor and to the often mis-
understood exclange between Huek (as Tom Savwver) aud Aunt Sally:

“owarn't the aronnding - that didi’t keep us back but a little,
We blowed ont o evlinder head.”
“Clood eracions! anvbody bt
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“No'm, Killed a nigger.”
“Well, it’s lucky; because sometimes people do get hurt .. "
The student must decide whether to risk offending black sensitivity
by- retaining these features of the original or to play it safe by exeis-
ing them in order to concentrate on other matters. In either case, what
Lionel Trilling calls "the community of saints” should transcend other
considerations as one essential ingredient without which any adapta-
tion of this novel ceases to be authentie, the other being Huck's pas-
sage from innocence to experience without abandoriing his determina-
tion to flee civilization becanse he has “been there before.” :
No matter what classies are “read—American, Fnglish, Russian,

. Greek. or any other—the teacher can help his students abstract npward,

Q
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to find the elemental qualities of a rarrative—plot, characters, setting,
intention-—free them from their original source, then abstract down-
ward to fit them to a new tale. The process is gratifving both seman-
tically and artistically. It produces plausible stories without frustrating
the novice writer, who can hardly be expected to turn out a completely
original picce of work in any case, mch less on schedule, It demon-
strates a legitimate way to avoid the plagiarisin which frequently re-
sults from an inexperienced writer's trying to cope with what to him
appear to be impossible demands. And it offers a virtually endless
variety of materials with which to work. How wonld o twentieth-
century Scarlet Letter take shape? A t\\'vntiv{h-cvntur,\' Hamlct, Mac-
beth, or Richard 11? Oedipys Rex or Odyssey? The only practical limi-
tation is one of time: first. there should be a siwnificant tine lag
between the adaptation and its source to avoid simply retelling the
old story. und second. the assigmuent must be made a month or two
before it is due to allow the imaginative process time to develop.
Questions, cluss discussions. conferences, and occasional work periods
all become a part of this development.

An imaginative teacher can apply the process of adaptation to many
standard works of literature in almost any genre. Although the novel
appuirs to offer the most possibilities, drama may prove an equally
abundant sonree, and nothing prohibits the use of short stories, nar-
rative poems, and even biography. Tt is, of course. vinecessary to re-
guire an adaptation to reanain in the same genve as its original. High
school stadents are hardly in a position to practice the cighteenth-
century art of literary imitation or to write a novel in a few short
weeks, Ordinarily they redonce as well as adapt. A povel becomes a
short story: a full-lenath drama becaines a oneact plav: an epie be-
comes a ballad—unless the writer reasonably decides to cross types
and so increase the options exponentiatly, NMacLesh's “example of
making a drama of the Book of Job has stimalated some students to
try the same technique but with their own approach The primary
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~factor in everv instance is to make 3 valid abstraction of an established

work and apply it o a newly imagined stery in a way thatithe in-

“formed reader can recognize its soureewith gppreciation of the; .utlstly

found in both the original and the adaptation,

Several of my students who have been winmers of Nutional (,nuncnl
of Teachers of English Achievement Awards have submitted. short
stories or plays adapted from various well-known works, but the most
exciting one, and most memorable too, is a story of industrial espionage
derived from Nathaniel Hawthorne's “Young Goodiman Brown.” In
the aduptation, a young, idealistic electronies engineer attends a secret
meeting of manufacturers, congressmen, and  high-ranking nilitary
officers. Dillon Griffith Brown, Jr., son of a U.S, Army general, has
been persuaded. as a result of several convineing telephone calls, to
wcet with a few leaders of the military-industrial complex in violation
of the strict ethical npbringing he rececived from his tather and of the
tight security imposed by his emplover, Dataneties. Tne. Met at a
preartanged rendezvous site by the anonymous caller, Brown s
whisked to the nicht-time meeting at a secluded: lodge in a wooded
canvon. There he hears the rationale of selling industrial secrets:

At length, Smith spoke, “Dillon Griffith Brown, Junior, you are
about to becume s menmber of our organization. Some final clarifi-
cations are in order. We are in the business of marketing; our
product is intormation. We do not helieve in technological seerets;
so we put jealowsly guarded information on the open market. Our
ctstomers are guite anxious to benddit from our services, for the
stanes in their little games are hich—billions of dollars in defense
cantracts,

"You, Dillon Brown, like most Dillon Browns we confront, were
donbtfnl and nucasy at first, But vou yiclded to the logic of dollars
and cents, of security and material pleasure. We offer a unique
opportunity of working for hich wages in our fir, \\hilv still hold-
ing your present job and enjoyinge its benedits, sociil and cco-
“U“u(

Brown was becoming nuneasy, and his eyes bumed from the foul
atmosphere, Swith coutinued: “Perhaps you worry about selling
seerets -vou nay feel our enterprise smacks of espionage. But we
keep it wllin the fanndy, so to speaks we rob from Amernicans and
give to Americans. Laking o pomnal fee in the transactions, Al in
the familyv, correet, Mr, Congressiman?”™ The voice of o seusoned
pobitician heartily aureed. '

“And the military, why they get a better deal, as well, They
have more sophisticated hardware beeanse we keep an engineering
didogue  @oing between companies that would normally work
independentty, in secreey, The costs, too, are Towered, because
research expenses are spread arennd ad contraet competition is
fnereased, Nothing Pt the best for onr Army, hev, General?”
very tambiar voice agreed. By this e, the vonnger Brown’s mind
was rechuge,
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“So you see, Mr. Brown, that is, Mr. Brown, Junior, you are to
become a part of a large, efficient organization. Very efficient. We -
look into every aspect of industrial practice to acquire our product,
even social practice. Am 1 correet in my description of our thor-
. oughness, Mrs. Brown?” ‘
Nest morning his wife greeted him checrfully'as/if she knew
nothing of.the aftair, She asked when he had gotten in.
~ Brown was about to ask, “In from where?” when the previous
night’s ordeal came roaring back at him like a Pacific wave, The
swell broke at his front door, chuined through the apartment
covering both Faith and himself, thundered on to flood Datanctics,
and still further to his father's base in Texas, His whole world was
engulfed and left in ruin, dripping with the acrid fluid of un-
dilnted evil, ‘ : ‘
“Dillon!” screamed Faith, as she watched her husband’s loving .
fuce harden to stone, ‘

And on that chilling note, without Hawthorne's moralizing, young
Dan De Hainant. now a senior at M.LT. like voung Dillon Brown
before him, completed a memorable adaptation,

Beturbishing old plots, as Macleish has done with the Book of Job,
is a valuable means of producing successful “new” literature. It pro-
vides material with which students can work, without eliminating their
imaginations. and enhances their own self-concepts by placing them
under the vicarious tutelage of an acknowledged master.
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“Drama as the S[u'i-ngbocn'd
To Successful Student Wriling |

Jerry H. Hickerson, Assistant Professor of Enclish, Kent State University
Formerly, Teacher, University High School, Kent State University,
Koent, Ohio . '

Meeting a new class each fall has always been an occasion replete
with both pleasant anticipation and trepidation for me. On the one
hand, there are always those students who have little choice but to
be in school and who seem to care little for the teacher or the subject,
We sometimes call themy “unmotivated.” There are, also, those who
seem to sav: “I'm here; vou're there, T dare you to teach me some-
thing.” We often refer to them as “challenges.” On the other hand, we
meet students who want to learn, -who are interested in going where
. we lead them~—a relationship which one of my former eleventh graders
saw in the image of a "Trust Company”:
.. To you I will trust picces of me
Like smaller companies to the large,
I know that you hold a lot of others too, ~
But [ helieve in vou. '
I respect your opinions and your mind
And can only gain by the interest I get,
No matter how you use the pieces.

We often sav that such voune people are "motivated.”

. We are, by the nature of our being teachers, entrnsted with all of
\ the various types of teenagers and are obliged to create situations in
our classes that will lead to mecaninzful experiences for each, in the
use of his mind, in some chrification of his attitndes toward life, and
in his ahility to commumicate with reasonable clarity and confidence.
While this is no sinad! tsk. T have Leen fortimate to have witnessed
students mecting these objectives on a mumber of oceasions, especially
during the course of theiv completing a few particulat ™ effective as-
sivienents, T s myintendion in this paper to deseribe one of these
projects wnd mneh of the backarownd ne cossary to make it work: the
writing of a phiv, which was the ealmination of ten weeks ()f study
relatime to the theme “The American Dream in Our Century”

It has bheen my experienee that one does not simply "assian”™ the
writing of 1 plav if he Tas hopes of anthing agproaching reasonable
standuds, Netther deoes hee nake suelt an assis cnnent unless he helieves
that the proicet Shonlid !u enjoved by the writess and the audience.
The steps Teadine toothe G asisnment e Jdbimportant,. They in-
clode the est blinbne st of ©clos envivenment thid is condieive to
tathenz ad tha e as svell L waitis creatively, They also include,
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all along the way, a conhdeuce by the teacher that what he is doing
will be.worth the investment of time and effort. 1 was quite pleased,
consequently, when T came upon {our sources which provided me with
a base in theory wid practice for what 1 had been doing with my
classes to a limited degree in the past. and what 1 would come to rely
on more, for successtul experience in student writing,

The first of these discoveries was a handbook on creativity by Sid-
ney Parnes.!- From this summary of research I found that the class-
room which is low on anxiety and high in the teacher’s. respect for
students and their ideas is the.one most likely to produce creatmty
among its members. Next, T heard a tilk by David Madden,? author
of Cussandra Singing and other popular fiction, advocating cross-
writing from genre to genre in order £ - students or prospective pro-
fessional writers to sharpen up their characterization, plot, and point-
of-view. I saw it, also, as a means for getting prose into drama form
while allowing students to follow professional models for possible im-
provement of their own sense of sentence construction and flow. The
final two sources of special importance in revealing to me the signifi-
cance of the assignment were James Hocotker's Dramatics and the
Teaching of Literature® and James Moffett's Teaching the Universe of
Discourse.* These works presented strong cases for the centrality of
drama to the language curriculum and, cousequently, the variety of
writing and reading which could result from using drama as, in Mof-
fett's words, “the matrix of all langnage activities, suhsumrng, speech
and engendering the varieties of writing and reading.”?

To complement these ideas, T had already established student talk-’

ing and writing as regular class activitics. Writing was both encour-
aged and required. The enconragement came by way of suggestions—
written and oral—to my stndonts to follow up on or develop ideas that
they would mention during a class discussion or in their journals, The
requirements included weekhy entries in cach student’s personal writ-

©ing journal; reviews of playvs, movies, and books as they related to our

Q
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theme under consideration: and a few special model-following assign-
mcnts

‘Suinu J Patnes, Creative Behavior Handhook { New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sans, 1967).

44t the First National Mecting of the Popular Culture Association, East Lan-
sing, Michigan, April 9, 1971,

# James Hoetker, Dramatiey and the Teaching of Literature (Champaign, -
nois: NCTE ERIC, 1969).

* James Motfett, Teaching the Universe of Discourse (Boston: Honghton Milllin,
1965).

5 Ihid.. p. 61,

" My stndents hve often surprised me by their abilities to capture mood and
style as they imitate a professional anthor, The mo.t suceess has come with the
assignment to wrte amether chapter of Wineshurg, Ohio (by Sherwood Anderson)
after having read a.d discussed most of the stories,

ST
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One other procedure T like to use when students are writing cre-
atively, which is of some importance to the success of the writing and
presenting of the plays, is a writers” workshop. Each student duplicutes
oy his composition for his small group to read for comments and sugges-

tions before submitting the final draft of his work to the teacher.

Students are usually Lore interested in impressing their peers than

“their teachers, and so they often present a rather carefully written

paper to their classmates. Furthermore, they often find portions that

they wish to revise, simply by having read their works aloud to cach

other. With the aforementioned practices established and the classes

' functioning under relatively little tension, T havel found my students:

generally \nllmg to meet the challenges that 1 setibefore them. -

The final play was to be no exception, There \\nuld be, however,
much to consider beyond simply the ability to write. Students would
communicate some concept related to the "American Dream” unit, _
They would be writing for the stage. They would, furthermore, par- -
ticipate in the presentation of one of the plays from the class—their
own or a classmate’s. \ Lo

Discussions about stories—both those chosen for personal reading
by individual students and those assigned to the entire class—were
especially important as we refleeted upon what various authors thought
relative to the theme nnder consideration. More than just provoking
thought and stimulating discussion, however. these ‘works provided-
our first class experiences with dmnm leading ultmmtel\ to the writing
of the play.

The class read the novel Babbitt by Sinclair Lewis .md three plays:
Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck. Idiot’s Delight by Robert Sher-
wood, and The Adding Machine by Elmer Rice. We studied the plays
as genre, as well as for their content, We noted various differences
between a play and a work of fiction (differences which'students who
had read Steinbeck’s work in short novel forin could see (uite readily),
including the limitations which the plavwright places (m himself by
writing with stage. actors. and andience in mind.

The first writing in play form cune after reading un'(l discussing
Babbitt. Fach studene selected a scene from the novel that he con-
sidered siginficant to the development of the protavonist. Then he
wrote it as the scene of a play, Upon completion of this assignment,
the students had their seenes duplicated for the number of parts neces-
sary and met in their workshop groups to read their seripts, t see if
they “worked” as drama. As problems were uncovered, the saidents
rewrote their scenes before turning them in for my approvil and be-
fore sclecting from cach group one or two of the one-acts &n he pre-
sented to the entire class, _

With this backuround establicaed in crossewriting, play reading,
and acting, the students seemed to gain confidence about undertaking

ERIC ,
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the culminating activity of the umt—thc writing of a play: luldtmg, tf)

the “American Drean® theme, They worked both independently and

in groups as they wrate their final plavs, then developed their casts.

The festival of drama which ocenrred throughont the classes for a

. week as o rosult of the assicmment was well worth the, preparation

v that it required. both by the teacher and, judging from the entlmsl.tsm.
' . by the students too.

“There had heen no requirement to memorize lines; reading would ™
be sufficient. Most of the students, nevertheless, memorized their parts
and, thereby, were freer-to act. Often, sets and costumes were em- Vs
ploved and. as we had access to the auditorium. spegial llghtmfr and Vi
sound effects were utilized in some of the plays. C

The seripts were interesting for a variety of reasons. They repre-
sented, generally, optimnm efforts by their creators, They dealt, often
thoughtfully. with subjects ranging from problems at home (in one,

‘student plav. an ‘element of lmpo pmcedes the final curtain wlen the
son, Dan. challenges his father: "1 don't see why we all can't start
‘being decent to one another. You see, we have already started you
Care actually listening to me. In the future. mavbe Ill even M ton to .
vou once_in a while.”) to situations in the community (one;play used
a PTA meeting as its scene) to problems in the larger society (the.
preblems faced by black Americans in overcoming pm]ndxcc was a
popular topic). 'Ihu also often revealed an interesting use of literature
encountered in class, Edwin Arlington Robinson's ppem about a man’s
over-cancern for money and his fall, “Bewick Finzer” was rewiitten
;o as a play called "The '.1]1 of Finzer.,” Another student production, “A
Pillar of Our Commnnity.” was an interesting Blend of George Babbitt
“ and Elmer Gantry in a style remark: ll)l\ liker that of the expressionist
Addine Machine, .

How does this assignment compare with ntht'rs that T have used?
Predictablv, the final papers have min the gammt of quality, if one
compares the work of the most capable stundents in written expression
with that of the least ¢ tp.lhh- and all those who fall hetween, Never-
theless, students have enjoved this nndertaking and most of the projects
leading to the finad play more than any other that T have assigned. As
a teacher, Tfind this cttitnde toward an assicnment to be guite sig- ~
nificant. I addition, thor <h. is v awareness that the writing of such

. plivs reqriires fram the sbident self-disceipline and application of what
he has previonslye Tened i his final prodnet s to be suceessfnl as
ccommmication aned entertainment. The writer's mind mnst be con-

- tinually operating as he manipnlates characters and sitnations toward
Iogical comclusions which will allow the andience to share in the theme
of the play.

That the writineg itselt is enjov: |l)lv~-—u ereational—thongh, seems of

major importance for the stndonts, Perhaps it should be for us. too,

Q
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As Stephen Dunuing commented recently, with the real world as it
is—job applications being check sheets, the telephone being used in’
preference to writing: letters, ete.—there are hardly any reasons for
writing which are not school-related, The ultimate conclusion becomes
that the most, important reason for writing at this time in history is-

for pleasure.® This assignment has certainly provided pleasure—and,

I suspect, quite a lot more, ‘ . _ oo

" From “Three Koys to Involvement: Sliorites, Poeins, Student Writing,” Address
at the Twenty-Sixth Aunual English Conference, Kent State University, Keat;
Ohio, Sept. 22, 1973, . : : .
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- A Rationuale for Teaching Composition

John C. Eckman, English Coordinator i S
Valley View Public Schools, Bolingbrook, lllinois .

When, I consider the way 1 taught writing in- 1961 and -the way I
teach it today, the differences scem startling and dramatic, Then, 1
geared my teaching to the logical structuge-of the “subject,” as 1 and

" many others thought of coraposition. First came the sentence, then the

paragraph, then the three-paragraph theme, ultimately.the research
paper. A step at a time—that 3ecmed such an appropriate and cfficient
way for students to progress in writing skills and knowleddge.

. This bit of nostalgia is not altogether accurate, however. I personally
did not put much faith in the formal research paper and avoided it
whenever I could, I also had an abiding interest in creative writing,
Above all, I was really inuch more interested in my students and their
development than T was in the subject matter of composition. Although

1 did not seem to be an'inetfective teacher back in 1964, I Iabored in

doubt and confusion. My teaching was not based on strong and clear
principles. ‘

’

So much has happened since then and so many influences have

worked on me that I may seem a different teacher today. The human-
istic impulses that unconsciously guided me in 1964 have finally been
clarified into a set of genuine principles that provide a meaningful
rationale for my teaching in 1974, The old ambivalence between sub-
ject and student is gone. My teaching is now elearly student-centered,
and T seck always to avoid those negative devices which cripple
student interest and initiative.

My guiding principles are briefly explained in the following para-
graphs. Perhaps thev can help others who are likewise engaged in a
continuing effort to improve the teaching of English.

1. Individualize instruction,

There it is—the grandest of educational clichés, But can someone
who is serious about child-centered education begin anywhere else?
This is obviously a crucial principle, and a difficult one to achieve.
Still. it is not so remote or unattainable as many teachers believe,
There are several forms of individualization on the continnum of in-
struction. At its simplest, perhaps, individualization occurs when a
teacher responds empathetically to cach student’s personal picce of
writing following a class assianment. As this concern grows, the teacher
may move to differentiated assignments and perhaps ultimately to a

o1
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large measure of student et 'rmm.ttum about weans . and. ends in .

writing, _
In my own te uhiup,r the pxim'iplv of individualizing instrnction has
led to an important subordinate poiut: avoid putting grades on papers.

‘Although at first this is uncomfortable for many students and 1 fre- -

qugntly need to adjust to past traditions, eventually T have been able
to practice nongrading with all mv classes, Since I have never tanght
in a school which has d:spvnscd w nhu.ulcs. a day of reckoning comes,
of course. Through a system of individual conferences, I have. satis-
factorily, if not ideally, approached the grading issue, which often
scems more a problem for teachers than for students. The conference
method has also' led to the development of student contracts. For those
students and teachers who are strongly tuned to results, particularly
in a quantitative way, the contract method isa 1.,00(1 entry into indi.
vidualization.

Whatever combination of appmadws I use, 1 'xlwue try to be a

sympathetic and encouraging reader. Thus T comment copiouslv on
papers, continuing a practice I have alwavs followed, Today my em-

Phasis is decidedly more on the. positive, however. No longer an error-

hinter, T aim to build on a student’s strength, The burden of reading
is initially great, but when students come to realize that they can
write for their peers and receive meaningful responses from them,
I can read more selectively. confident that my students do not expect
a close reading of every paper.

"Another problem associated with individualized instruction is mis-
construing it as isolated learning, For the shy, uninvolved student with

a weak self-concept, we do not want to perpetuate the condition, in

contemporary terms, of “I'm not; OK—vou're OK.” Nor, on the other
hand, do we wish to promot. the “I'ni OR—you're not OK” stance of
the sarong, fierce competitor. The life position we seek to establish,
certainly with difficulty and with ineven rvesults; is “"I'm OK—you’re
OK.” If we can assist students to know and respect themselves and
others, we have achieved the spirit of individualization.

2. Use active methods,

The person with whom this principle is most often associated is Jean
Plaget. but a-host of others, including John Dewey, have strongly
recommended that we shift from the traditional “teil'm, dril'm, and
test'm™ approach to learning by doing. Certainly no more pertinent
advice can be given to those who teach writing,

To many, however, this seems inefficient. “Why let students flounder
toward discovery?” the argmment goes, “Instract them in the correct
wavs from the beginning, Save all that time wasted on inquiry and
exploration.” But is such time actually wasted? Will a student realiv
know how to write unless he learns for himself throngh practice and

John C. Eckman .




~~John, C. Eckman

throngh feedback from others? 1 think not, and in this way I agree
‘with many teachers- who have found the, clearest . expression of this
principle in Jares Motlett's Student-Centered Language Arts Curricu-
lum, K-13: A Handbook for Teachers (Houghton-Miftlin, 1973).

In my classes the application of this principle has meant that 1 do
“not distribute textbooks (they are for teachors, not students); I do not
lecture about rhetorical principles; and I do not teach gramumar or
‘sentenco strueture as preliminary éssentials. In other-words, T do not
provide explantions or theories which students must follow or apply.
Such a highly deductive and abstract methodology should be restricted
to the mature and advanced student-specialist, not to the young and
uninitiated school boy or girl. My students receive feedback from me
and their peers about their success. I this:way they gradually leam
what moves another person, what makes him understand, and what
may impede the communication of thought and feeling. o

- ¥

3. Develop meaningful writing tasks, BN

This is another difficult principle—one far easier to state than to ac-

~ complish. Among the more obvious examples of “real writing” are
- letters and contributions to school publications. As good as-they are,
and I use them regularly ¢y are too limiting. for a complete writing
program. Fortunately, NCTE and many textbook publishers offer nu-
merous guides and other aids that can help teachers develop mean-
ingful writing tasks. ' '

In my judgment the key to this problem is helping students move to
the point where they genuinely write for one another. When they
know that through their writing they are sharing experience, then that
writing has meaning for them. The classroom becomes a social unit in -
which writing has a functional, not artificial, purpose, As that vceurs,
almost any form of humag discourse can be meaningful.

Admittedly, this is a diflicult principle to maintain. Some writing
tasks may not work: they may appear to be mere “classroom exercises”
to many students. Even when students participate in selecting and de-
veloping the tasks, the writing may fall flat. If the writing goals seem
important end the artificiality is difficult to erase, one approach I have
used is to make the writing task a game, This procedure is an applica-
tion of an important aspect of human development—learning throngh
play. _

With seniors in honors classes T have sometimes used a game ap-
proach to research. For one small problem, I give cach student a line
or two of verse. which T somehow trv to associate with the individual.
Then. in a nonthreatening game setting, each is asked to find the poem
and the name of the anthor, ‘No rewards are given, but my students
and T have enjoved their race to find this information quickly and
without further help from me. Many students do not easily discover
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stich useful resources as Bm!lms or the hhx arian; yet all get thmugh
the exereise (some with a little help and others after tedious combing
through buoks). Then they shae their poems and their reactions.

4. Integvate the language arts,

"The littlo game just mentioned would not he succossful if it were 2
mere research and writing task, Through reading, speaking, and listen- -
ing, as well as through writing, students develop their language skills.
In fact, given the individual quality of the assignment, students {re-
quently communicate with one another. about the poems through
dramatic reading and such uunvexbal means as .shde tupc and ﬁlm_
pw sentations, :

It is unmatural to teach any of the language arts in holati(m Weriting
is meant to be read—and not only by the teacher, But it can also be
spoken and listenéd to, If these ordinary extensions of language use
are not made, one tesult may be increased compartmentalization of
English as a subject, a-potential weakness, incidentally, of the current
trend toward elective courses. Dwelling onthe parts does not produce
wholeness.

An cighteen-week course in writing is not complete without using
the other language arts to help achieve writing growth. And surely
courses in poetry, fiction, and drama should include writing in these
forms—not in the sense of using the masters as models but in the sense
of playiri around in the same genres. like rewriting a short story from
another point of view or expressing ideas through dialogue. In devel-
oping electives. teachers might consider lhose arrangements which
impede integration, like survey cowrses; and those which: enhance it,
like thematicallv-oriented courses.

Most English teachers are also interested in those linguistic effects
that range from the mechanically acceptable to the stylistically ap-
propriate. Too long, perhaps, we have depended on rules and hand-
books to pass on these effects through methods that are definitely
more passive than active. Mavbe we ought to shift to the more natural
means of helping students develop an eye and an ear for punctuation
accuraey, struetiural diserimination, and semantic variation. Recogniz-
ing that reading, listening, speaking, and writing are all modes of a
unitary process is a good beginning point,

5. Get feedback from students.

Some teachers spend much time deploring the great number of
students who comie to their classes poorly prepared and then rvecal-
citrantly refuse to learn. We teachers need to do more than judge re-
stlts on papers and tests and then wring our hands in self-righteous
angnish, We need to listen—and we need to respond to what we hear.
Students may not be infallible in their judgments, but neither are we,
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_ and we are remiss if we fail to take advauntage of all the information

we can obtain about the effectiveness of our instruction,
In a student-centered classroom a teacher can gather much informa-

tion informally. In addition, he can seek out helpful remarks through. =

individual conferences and small-group discussion. Even an evaluative
discussion with the whole class 2an be useful, Because the information
gained from these methods can be slanted by dominant person.\htxcs,
a teacher should also make use of written surveys,
As part of the evaluation of a three-person team approach to con-
" position (a technique adapted from an -article in College Composition
and Communication), I used a combination of questionuire and freely
written response, I was surprised by the pOldl‘lIdthﬂ in attitude toward
the technique; about half the students were in favor of it and about
- half were-against it. The free responses and subsequent discussion not
“only focused on strengths and weaknesses as students saw them but
also reinforced for me the problems inherent in an undifferentiated
assignment. I will use the technique again, but because of this feed-
back, I will use it more judiciously with orly some students.
J
Although these principles have been useful to'me as ‘a4 teacher of

writing, I do not consider them final. They require continuing exam-

ination and development. Furthermore, they are not easy fo live up to.

As Piaget has noted, the best methods are the most difficult-ones. Still,

the promise of the results makes them worth the effort.

At the senior high school level there are several desirable goals to be
- sought. A separate course in t‘omposition alone would, of course, be
the optimum, . ..
Failing to scll my administration on a separate composition course,
I might opt for an extra period or two per week, In our school, sclence
classcs have long met six periods per week under the guise that the
extra period is needed for experiments. [ can find equal justification
for a sixth English period for composition, Conferences with students
both before and after they write are most helpful. There are just no
‘substitutes for a steady diet of preparation, writing, rewriting, and
then writing some more.

H. Robert Barrett
Reading Senior High School
Reading, Pennsylvania
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The Humenities and Better 'Wr‘a'ting

George Lavenda, Retired Head, English Department
Bussaic High School, Passaic, New Jersey

In an Advanced Placement class for seniors, writing is, naturally, one
of the mjor activities, but not any kind of writing, only serious dis-
cursive prose writing, This paper describes one method that 1 have
found suitable for improving the quality of the writing of my students, -

First comes an introductory period in which students write weekly
essays on the literature being studied in class, largely tragedy, with a
detailed study of Hamlet. Then, about Thanksgiving time, a major new

* unit in writing is introduced. This unit is based on a study of art forms

other than literature, and is tied in with a class study of what is called
“humanities.” ' - . :

Each student is expected to write twelve essays over a thirteen-week
period. Four are to be on music, four on painting, four on other forms,
Each student is expected to write the essays on what he has personally
.esperienced in the art forms. Thus, after viewing a painting he de-
scribes as well as he can what he saw. Following the description, he
writes his reaction to what he has described—his feelings, ideas, gen-
eralizations. '

For painting, each student is asked to visit the Metropolitan Museum
of Art or the Frick Museum or another great museum (fortunately we
are near New York City). Rather arbitrarily, but based on my ex-
perience, T ask students to look at a Renaissance or early painting, one
Rembrandt painting. one impressionist or postimpressionist, and one
free cheice, preferably a modern painting. The requirements are that
an original painting must be examined for about thirty minutes, that
no background reading on the painter or painting is to be done, and
that the description should be as detailed as possible, with a reaction
to the work fullowing the description. ,

For music, students are asked to listen to good recordings on a hi-fi
svstem. They are directed to major works by Bach or earlier, by
Mozart, by Beethoven, and by composers of their own choice. After
repeated listenings they write their observations and reactions.

Other arts are dealt with in a similar manner. For instance, in archi-
tecture they have to examine hoth the exterior and interior of a pre-
viously unfamiliar building and one familiar building, Compositional
activities similar to those for painting and music follow the same pat-
tern, in sculpture and in whatever other art foris each student wishes
to examine. :

96
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‘What are-the advantages of this method? First, students are led to
examine major art forms closely, more clisely than many people do.
“This miay or may not lead to an interest in these forms of man’s cre-

“ativity, but close examination does lead to an awareness of some of

the elements that go into the making of a work of ast. More than that,
for the teacher of composition, is the sharpening of the ability of

capable students to observe meticulously, to note significant details,

to try to capture in words what they experience in the varions arts.
Naturally, it is impossible to translate one art form into another, and
no words can do justice to a complex work of painting or musie, but
the effort is all-important. The assumption that we do not really know
something until we can say it in words is basic to this process. It is
in the effort to express one’s actual expertence and reaction to that
experience tlat learning and growth take place -

To sharpen ways of esaminiiig detail in painting, s an. example,
we utilize some class exercises in observing and describing small ob-
jects like coins, stamps, keys, and trinkets. For music, some recordings
are played in class and the instructor emphasizes certain features to
be noted. 1t has not been possible because of scheduling difficulties
and lack of time o call in the school experts in fine arts and.in music,
‘but this could profitably be arranged. Also, a few reading sélections
on art, music, sculpture, and architecture are assigned for class study,

. while those students really interested are directed to longer readings
" ¢on art criticism and esthetics. '

The results are frequently gratifving. Many—not all—of the stu-
dents engaged in this process seem to gain a great deal. Some are at
first baffled by their inability to follow the course of what occurs in

classical music, for instance, having had no experience in this field.

But insistence on repeated, directed listening results in greater ability
to express what one hears. Of course, papers that are written are re-
turned fully corrected, not for grammar or rhetoric so much as for
meaningful expression of what is intended. Soon there is improvement
and, in a good number of cases, the results are excellent by any ob-
jective standards. These gains in writing and in thinking continue to
be applied to later writing activities. ' '

Some disadvantages are apparent. This method is suitable only for
unusual students. Not all students profit fully. (What method does
lead to complete success®) A few students try to bluff, but they soon
realize that it is useless. Modern forms, of greater interest to many con-
temporary students, are scanted, but the feeling is that the foundation
in the classics is basic to any understanding of the arts.

At the same time these writings on art forms are being done, the
students arc studying prose fiction in class—-reading short stories, for
class discussion and analysis, as well as important navels selected from
a list prepared by the instructor for weekly and biweekly reports.

-
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: - Effort is made to deal with underlying structure and esthetic values 5

in the prose fiction while the students arc exploring ihese same cle-
~ments in the other art forms. ~ : S
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o Advanced Composition: Another Approach

o

o

.

Mary Tom Colones Hoffler, Cochairman, English Department
Grimsley Senior High'School, Greensboro, North Caroling

§

At Grimsley Serior High School, “Advanced Composition”—a one-

.semester elective course recommended for college-bound students—is
“open to students in the eleventh and twelfth grades and, with teacher
dpproval, to superior sccond-semester sophomores. Basically, our

course comprises the study of expository writing, with students sub- -

mitting a minimum of ~ix major essays (definition, process, compar-
ison/contrast, analogy, persuasion, argumentation) and a research

~wpaper s an independent project. To the list of six major essays, I add

" one more, the critical analysis of a novel. '

Emphasis throughout the semester concerns content, organization,

- diction, rhetoric, and the technigues of expository writing, Specifically,
my emphasis focuses first on ecliminating those deficiencies which,
- through diagnosis, appear in the students’ writing samples. Inevitably,

. the first two weeks are spent in a “crash program” in which we plunge

headlong into a review of punctuation,'sentence structure, English
usage, and the elements of {diction. For years, I had compiled student
errors and made perfunctory comments to the class in general. By mid-
semester, students and teacher despaired of blotched essays, bleeding
from red pencil stabs. Somgething had to be done. '

The answer appears to be the “crash program” approach. We arm
ourselves with the compact paperback edition of The Elements of
Style by William S. Strunk, Jr. and E. B. White ( The Macmillan Co.);
with Richard D. Altick’s Prefacato Critical Reading (Holt, Rinehart,

. and Winston, 1969), chapters entitled “Denotation and Connotation,”
“Diction.” and “Sentences and Paragraphs: The Significance of Form™;
and with a basic grammar textbook. We rearrange sentences for clarity
and variety, eradicate most érrors in usage. and polish our diction.

- With the use of Harold F. Graves and Bernard S. Oldsey’s From Fact

to Judgment (The Macmillan Co., 1983) and the chapter “Clear
Thinking™ in Preface to Critical Reading, students understand the
method of logic and the common fallucies so necessary to organiza-
tion and cormmunication, Having added, to the dictionary and thesau-
rus. these new tools for effective writing early in the semester, students
beeome more attentive to their writing, striving to communicate to a
particular audience bath a controlling purpose and an organized dis-
cussion,

In the seventh week. we meet in the library where the class begins
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_research for independent study. During the remaindgr of the sewmester,

-teenth week. .

: " Y For the'bulk of the semester, we are involved in the classroomn, con-
i tinuing the. reinforcement of writing skills, pursui}'}.‘\g regular yovabu-
e - lary'study, and for two consceutive days, engaging 1, a clinical-writing-
" e ——="Taboratory situation: one week, preparing a major -il:zriting assignment;

_the next week, attacking writing problems in open discussion and/or

student-teacher conferences.

T improve his writing skills, a student benefits from weekly evalu-

ation of the folder which contains his correctef} and revised assign-
ments. He has discussed these in teacher conferances and in frequent
student-group activities. These latter activities fgature three students
who edit the same three essays and then present| their combined find-
.ings to the class. Further evaluation benefits a student when he reads

_ aloud his papers for class criticisin, Ilis themﬁ
\ “dealing with his writing problems. !
' To build a foundation for clear writing, we devote one class period
weekly to systemhtic vocabulary study, using Jgseph Orgel's Building
World Potwgr«1955).' A schedule is set up so that two students, work-
ing together and :acting as teachers, will know ivhen they are to teach
the lesson. Novconventional test is admmistgred. Instead, by class
- agreement, the ‘teachers-of-the-week receive a grade of 100 as reward

for their preparation and creative approach.to the lesson, while the:

class members accept a grade of 90. This arrangement satisfies those

_ students who have to have a grade. Moreover, this student-as-teacher
procedure gives students (and mel) greater finsight into vocabulary
study. Their ideas include exciting word games, origindl crossword
puzzles. and even plavlets composed from the vucabplaly list-—a far
cry from my dull, pedagogic 1l tests. ' i
To arouse interest in good writing, we study good models, indis-

pensable to good learning. The focus is on practice, lnot theory, and

on types of writing that everyone is likely to iise frequently. For texts,
we use Gerald Levin's Prose Models: An Inductive Approach to Wrii-

ing (Harcourt<Brace Jovanovich, 1970) and Advanced Composition:.

A Book of Models for Writing by John E. Warriner, Richard M. Lud-
wig, and Francis X, Connolly (1968).2 As a basis for all writing of
an expository nature, I teach the importance of outlining, the necessity
tor establishing a controlling purpose, and the development of the

v tThe revised edition currently available is titled New Building Word Potwer
(New York: Oxford Beok Co., 1970).
*The currently available revised edition of the latter work is titled Review
Course: Advanced Composition: Book of Models for Writing. English Gramma
and Composition Series (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1973). ‘
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five-paragraph theme, from which pattern the student gan expand his

writing to longer essays, e - "on
“Througi. constant writing practice, systeniatic attention to vocab- -
ulary study, weekly student-teacher couferences, and & sequence of

‘building writing skills, all enjoyed in a_relaked classroom, one may
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How to Run an Obstacle. Course:
Teaching Composition, Grade 10

Meri Wiggenhorn, Teacher, English I)eparf::wnt .
. Pearl River High School, Pearl Ricer, New York - "? .

It is safe to say that among high school English teachers no subject
receives more public lip service, or inspires more private guilt, than
the teaching of composition. The importance of writing and the neces- -
sity of teaching it are articles of faith, but somehow the job rvarely gets
done to anyone’s satisfaction, When his conscience clumors loudly
enough, 'the teacher assigns a composition, urging the students to de-
velop their topics logically and to take care with det .ul-—l\nowmf!, full
well that such vague admouitions are as out of place in the English
~¢class as they would be in a math natics class,

Ideally, training in composition should begin early enough for a
student entering high school to be able to develop a paragraph from
-a topic sentence, devise smooth transitions and, in short, produce a
respectable, if elementary, piece of work. Alas, that is not the situation.
The English teacher soon discovers that, with rare exceptions, the real,
live student in grade 9 or 10 composition class neither knows how to

do any of these things nor desires an initiation into the mysteries.

There are other difficulties. Almost all English teachers have re-
ceived instruction in essay writing, but few have been trained to teach
it. This sphere of duty is largely unknown country which each nust
explore for\himself, Something else to be taken into account is the
kind of teaching indispensable for proficiency in-writing: no composi-
tion programn will achieve its aim without one-to-one instruction: It is
not the volume of writing produced by a cluss that insures progress,
but the amount that is cnhcxzed by the teacher and revised by the
students, For purposes of instruction, this is the only writing that
counts,

And, as if all this were not enough, there is the formidable problem
of numbers. The prospect of acting as tutor to a hundred or more indi-
vidual students is enough to give pause to the courageous and to de-
moralize the faint-hearted. The usual outcome is a radical reassessment
of the possibility of thoroughgoing instruction in composition, and a
private resolution to work something out before nest year.

If the teacher is conscientious, and has nothing better to do in the
summer vacation, he will cast about for a solution to the problem
looming ahead; and he will find any number of attractive met: s for
the teaching.of composition to small, homogeneous classes of com-
paratively well-prepared students. But what he needs is a method,
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Twere .

attmotsw oF ot for the teaching of compusition to large, heteroge-
“neous classes of ill-prepared stvdents,

What follows is not so much a method for tackling the job as a series
of mancuvets arould the obstacles in the way. -

Since the teacher can do nething to reduce the size of his classes,
he must do-what he can to minimize the difficultios of teaching them.
Two ways to do it: fist, sprex wl the work over the entire school year,
all prelimindry work to be done in the first semester, -all actual com-
position to be done in the next: second, do three-quarters of the work
with the entire class participating, and reserve individual instruction
for those phases that can be taught effectively in no other way.

Teaching pupils to write is really teaching themn to think, A prac-
tical step towaid cffective thinking is efficient reading. Iixercises in
abstracting and précis writing will teach students to vecoguize sig-
nificant.ideas in a passage of prose, Abstracting requires notlung more
than.the underlining of important skeletal sentences in any given se-

/ leetion, omitting any single modifiers, phrases. or sentences that do
nothing to expedite the movement of ideas within the passage, Précis
writing, not to be attempted until the class is proficient in abstracting,
trains the student not only to recognize salient points, but to rank them
in their proper order. The importance of these disciplines cannot be:
overemphasized. They are the essential preliminary steps.

The class can now proceed to the development of paragraphs and
the use of transitional sentences. Pavagraph writing need not be limited
to the deadly business of expx mdmfz a topic sentence; the procedure
can be varied by presenting to the class an introductory paragraph,
asking the students to supply a following paragraph, The teacher may
give the students an entire essay with the summary omitted, leaving
it to them to work ont a conclusion: o1 he mav give them a short essay
with the mtmductum omitted, requiring them to devise a suitable

Copening paracraph, Another valuable exercise is the serambled essay,
“which the student must reassembie in logical order. All such pa..tgmph
work shond be either read aloud or projected onto a sereen for serutingy
by the chiss. not onlyv to engage their attention but to give them ex-
perience in criticism. Students sonn heeome shrewd erities of other
pmplc's efforts. especialle when they run no risk of having to work
out the revisions themselves,

When these preliminary steps take up the entire somostcr. as they
ustally do. the mid-vear examination shonld be realistic, d(‘nmndm_&,
of the stndents oulv what they have heen trained to do—one or two
paragraphs with transitiona] sentences, an abstract or a préeis, and
perhaps a short serambled essay to unravel.

The second semester should be devated to the five-paragraph com-
position. (Perhaps it is just as well to anticipate objections by saying
at once that there is nothing sacred about the five-paragraph composi-
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tion and that the student should be allowed to expand his essayif his

material fails to fit comfortably into this scheme. The five-paragraph

essay {s simply the smallest convenient model. However elaburate a

picee of éxpusitory writing may be, or to whatever length it may ex-

pand, its proportions will roughly resemble those of the five-paragraph -
essuy, the introduction and summary forming approximately two-fifths,

the body three-fifths, of the whole.)

The cardinal rule for teaching composition in the average grade 10
public school class is think small! Reduce the work to the smallest
effective unit, in this case the paragraph. Allow five weeks for the first
full composition, to be undertaken one paragraph at a time, Working
with such small units has decided advantages. It reduces the teacher’s
load and allows for close scrutiny of cach student’s work. It relieves

_the student of the threat of having to revise an entire essay and en-

courages him to take a proprietary interest in his work, In large units
of writing, the student’s interest operates against revision; in small
units, his interest operates in favor of it. Each successfully completed
paragraph increases the writer’s desire to save his investment, so that
his proprietary interest operates to the teacher’s advantage, as well as

to his own. By the time he has finished the composition, the student

has experienced one of life’s solid pleasures—satisfaction in a job well
done. ' :
Step One: Engage the entire class in the first round of the composi-
tion project. Class discussion and criticism will not only relieve the
teacher of a great deal of labor, but will do the job far more effectively
than he can do it alone. Fach student brings to class a topic in which
he is genuinely interested, with three things he wants to sav about it.
(These three items will form the body of his composition.) The time
spent in class discussion of these topics is perhaps the most important
step in the entire procedure, and one that the teacher should never
gloss over, no matter how guilty he may feel about time fleeting. When
these proposed subjects and three items are read aloud or projected
on a screen, it may soon be apparent that the apprentice writer has
only one thing to say, with two repetitions: two things to sav with one
repetition, or, indeed, nothing of importance to say at all. The class
soon learns to offer suggestions for enlarging or narrowing the subject,
or perhaps for exchanging it for another offering more scope. This is
the first lesson in learning to distinguish a fruitful from a barren topic.
The teacher should do what he can to guide the student’s choice
away from those subjects that can be treated chronologically, or that
require the mere setting down of information, and toward those that
force him to think. (For slow students, however, the simple chronology
is often a face-saver, if not a life-saver, so that the use of it should not
be altogether ruled out.) If. as it frequently happens, a student turns
up with a topic as bald as Baseball: (1) Its past, (2) Its present, (3)

‘
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Its future (or, more likely, it's past, it's present, and-it's future), don't
despair. The reluctant essayist can be led into a discussion of some
‘controversial aspeets of the sport—the reserve clause, for example—
which will stimulate other fans in the class to make their contributions.
At the right moment, the teacher should suggest that the composition
‘be devoted to the question under discussion, The student is usually
so fired up by this time that he is only too willing to demolish, in
writing, the arguments of his opponents. It is even possible to endure
two buaseball essays if someone else in the class wants to express an
opposing viewpoint. Any routine topic ean be enlivened if the teacher
becomes adept at posing provocative questions or making stimulating
remarks. 7 _

Needless to say, going through the topics in this way takes a great
deal of time, but it is time very profitably spent. The students learn
" how to think around not only their own, but everybody else’s topices.
This mode of instruction also proves the teacher’s claim (which he
should make pointedly and often) that writing a composition is 75 per-
cent thinking and 23 percent writing, "

Step Two: When all the topics have been approved, the students
begin work on the introductory paragraph, usually the most difficult
phase of the composition. The same process is gone through again,
with the full class participating in discussion and criticism. The most
valuable phase of the training—it cannot be too often emphasized—
lies in the class participation. Many students profit so speedily from
class criticism that they revise their work before it comes up for scru-
tinv. No attempt should be made to treat all paragraphs at equal
length, and, if time is pressing, a few carefully chosen paragraphs will
do the job.

One welcome result of this class activity is the development of a
certain critical authority among the students; they visibly prosper, By
this stage, the teacher’s role becomes secondary, or advisory, and
sometimes he is altogether ignored.

Once the obstacle of the introductory paragraph has been sur-
mounted, each student is on his own, and the work goes mnch more
expeditiously. The teacher takes cach student at the desk for indi-
vidual instruction and criticism, until every composition has been
finished to his satisfaction. Nobody would claim that this stage of the
procedure is light work. It is rigorous for everyone, especially for the
teacher. But it has to be done only once. No student who has gone
through this experience will ever again be at a loss in organizing a
composition, nor will the teacher ever again be faced with a mass of

writing so formless that he doesn’t know where to begin making cor--

rections, _ )
One of the difficultios of the method here described, a problem by
no means peculiar to the teaching of composition, is that of keeping

1
1
{




ath
N
e

2

108 . Men Wiggenhom:

vory proficient students occupied while the rest are hmm, mdwidually
“helped. It is unavoidable that some people will finish their work long
betore the others, and this difference in speed of pm formance must
be taken into account. A task of some magnitude, pwtmahly in liter-
“ature, should be undertaken in conjunction with the work in composi-
tion, with assignment sheets spanning two weeks or more, to serve as'

a - -
‘ﬁ.*:?.' he
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guidu. These study guides should be designed to set the students,

thinking analytically about the novel or play tlwy have heen assigned,
with a view to the writing of a second composition later on, '

If the teaching of compuosition is a departmental effort, as it should
be, this training in grade 9 or 10 can serve as a point of 'departure for
more sophisticated instruction in grades 11 and 12

The chief criticism to which this method may appear vulnerable is
that it is too highly structured to allow for originality. In practice this
does not prove to be the case. For the student blessed with originality,
the five- p.ua;,mph scheme serves as mere scaffolding for the building
of a solid piece of work: for the student whose ideas are nebulous’and
diffuse, it provides a framework for their orderly expression.

As for the shibboleths of “creativity” and “self-expression,” discard
them! All honest writing is in a sense creative, and training in the tech-
nique of exposition in no way precludes the evercise of the imagina-
tion. It is strange that we readily concede the importance of training
in any other craft or discipline, but in the desperately important craft
of writing, we are willing to leave all to chance and fortune.

A
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Nora Wagener, (’ach(‘r, English Df'partnwnt
Bethlehen Academy, Faribault, Minnesota

Since 1 teach in a small parochial school (323 students in grades
9-12), perhaps 1 have a bit more freedom in setting up my elective

_ writing class that an instructor in a large public school has, At any

yate, I have an elective which I chouse to call “Writing’ Experiences,”
a one-semester course. It is open to all junior or senior students. We
do exactly what the title implies—a great vaviety of kinds of writing.
The students are assigned two major projects during the semester:
writing children’s- books and keeping notebooks/scrapbooks of what

- they. consider examples of good writing.

The subject matter for a children’s book may be directed tow ard any
age child between three and twelve years. To. motivate the students,
J bring a variety of books to class from the cluldlexmhbx.uy We look

“at characters, vocabulary, illustrations, and cover designs. The stu.

dents’ books must be illustrated but they may call on friends to help
them [giving them due credit) or use magazine cut-outs. The results
have been delightful. A follow-up activity asks the “authors” to share
their creations with the preschool children in our Child Care class so
that they see firsthand the success of their books.

The examples of good writing for the students’ notebooks/scrap-
books can come from any and every source available (e.g.. newspapers,
books, magazines, ads). These may be as short as a single phrase or
they may be complete articles. The students simply clip out the ex-
cerpts, or copy them, and list the sources. .

The rest of our tine is spent in shorter, daily assignments which are
always shared in class. This enables the class members to become good

- listeners and good crities. They also think twice before being satisfied

with a slipshod picce of work. 1 would like to share a few of these
ideas: N

1. To develop a good fictional character we do a joint effort assign-
ment. (a) The first step is for each student to introduce a char-
acter by name on a sheet of paper, giving him or her an identity
in one sentence. (b) Each student then passes his or her paper
to the student on the right and that person adds to the new
paper one sentence describing the appearance of the character
(movement. expression, or apparel). (c¢) The papers are passed
on to the nest students who add sentences giving the characters
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_personalities, (d) On the fourth move, the students add sen-

tences which introduce the characters into situations, (¢) The
papers are passed one more time, whereupon the students read

- aloud the descriptions of the complete characters that have been

lfui!t The rvesults are fascinating. A good follow-up for this exer-
dise is to have each student write un episode in the life of one of
the characters.

Students write an original “Dear Ann” or “Dear Abby” letter.
These may be serious or lu,ht hearted, Without reading them
aloud, the letters are randomly passed out to students in the class

who then write u suitable answer, trying to maintain the same

mood as the letter,

An exercise which proved to be a good pre-Christinas assignment

was to clip pictures of unique gifts from a catalog (a puppet, a

model sailing ship, a beautitul hand-carved pipe, for-examples)..

Each student selected one of these and described the Rind of

person for whom such a gift would be perfect. This assignment——"
stimulated enthusinsni -und—good Tmaginative writing, :

Slips of paper with names of one half of the class members .\lté
put into a box. The other halt of the students draw names, and.
the subsecuent pairs go to various areas in the foom where they
conduct interviews of each other from previously-thought-out
questions. This information is then used in a paper entitled
“Evervthing You've Alwavs Wanted to Know about.
But Were Afruid to Ask.” The p: ipers resulting from this have

~ been excellent, and a fringe benefit is that the students working
together really become acquainted! .

Perhaps the examples 1 have given show in a small measure that the
inspirations for our ““writing experiences” come from a myriad of
sources. I feel especially pleased that next year 1 will be offering a
“Writing Experiences I course by popular demand from the junior
members of this vear’s class who wish to continue writing,

O
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Twelfth Grade Expository Writing

Robert C. Parker, Chairman, English Dcpartment
Groton School, Groton, Massachuwm :

Many teachers feel an nnbrldgedble gulf between their own 1dens
. about how language should be used and the way their students use
-~ language. “Teachier's language is viewed suspiciously as the duplicitous
-voice of the establishment or humorously as the utterance of an iso-
. lated and insensitive pedant, The students’ language—sometimes ap-
pearing in prominent places so as to call attention to itself, as often
bland as it is strident—is vegarded superciliously by the teacher as
= confirming all suspicious about the eventual downfall of the Republic,
" Tview this opposition as a minor skirmish on a much larger front. The
greater battle is for the very survival of langtmge as a medium of dis-
_course for civilized peonle, who seem to be increasinglv unable to use

- language to solve their problems or ¢ven to describe them,

The general cultural revolution we have witnessed over the last
ten years in America has heightened our understanding of the devital-
ization of language (a process that has beer going on for more than
ten years) at all levels, The anthropoid “Like, man, she reaily knows

< where it's at. like, you know” is no worse than the criminal “Yester-
day's state ment is inoperative.” The language of advertising is equally
lacking in discrimination. richness,- and the plain ability to te\l the -
truth (an automobile is ‘described a§ “something to believe in").- As
Jean Stafford puts it in a recent atrticle called “The Plight of the
. American Language” (Saturday Review 'World, December 4, 1973),
N\ “The prognosis for'the ailing language is-not good. T predict that it
will not die in my lifetime, but I fear that it will be assailed by count-
less ceroliral acudonts and massive strokes and gross insults to the
brain and Rnally will no longer be able to sit up in bed and take nour-
“ishment by mouth.” She puts the blame at the doorstep of public lan-
guige (prinéipally of the media and government), whose watering
“down and dese nsntmm, of the language have “hoodwinked the public
into talkiv'g falderal” By what alchemy will this dross of words be-
come material for a richer coinage® For the teacher, the answer is not
casy. Before students can be expected to explore the full resources-of
language. they have to have an interest, This interest is best fostered
" by encouraging students to achieve a heightened self-consciousness of
the quality of lanquage they actually use, _

- The first step is to talk with classes about the dl{fmences between

speech and writing. Many students do not discriminate between the
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-two, They write the way they talk, and many of their speech patterns
are picked up fromtelevision as well as from their own culture. There
was™a_time when the language of youth cultvre was championed be-
cause it told it like it was (whatever the referents of the pronouns
“might be). It cut through the gobbledygook of ratiocination and dealt
with basics. You know, like feeling. During the sixtics, when the whole
society became weary of the capacity of language not to tell it like it
is, the sharp, uncomplicated language of youth culture seemed a rolicf

‘to some, in ‘that it lett no doubt, nu ambiguities. My quibble here is

that it also left no room for nuance and for delicate shades of meaning.
The purposes of language are many, and the street language of
popular cultire is not to be uniformly condemned. One has only to
read Jovee's Ulysses to see such language rendered powerfully in one
of the richest linguistic excursions of our century. Public language, of
which that of youth culture s only a part, has to be understood by
teachers as the principal source-of théir students’ language and by the
students as only one source among many. There are other-sources that
need exploring.” Language, like anything else, needs excrcise to stay
healty. S ' :
 The teacher plays a most important role at this point in providing a
class with alternatives which show contemporary language at work in
vital, discriminating, ima finative ways. It is precisely to this end that
I offer a course in expository writing based on currently published
models taken from such magazines as The Atlantic, Harper’s, Saturday
Review/World, The New Yorker, The New York Times, or any pub-
lication that offers a variety of lively writing. The contemporaneity of
such models combined with the possibility that a piece of writing
based on them could end up on an editor’s desk (and even in print)
adds excitement that is often lacking in an expository writing course.
This course uses models published in the current week of month
as a basis for the discussion of particular writing skills. that inhere in
an article, One of the first problems to be dealt with is the discrepancy
between professional writing and student writing, If the student under-
stands concretely the limitations of the models he has been using in
the past, he will shudder when he sees his own writing beside a pro-
fessionally written piece. ‘It is out of that shudder that I hope to find
a rnew awareness of language developing. :
First in the long list of dissimilarities is that professionals have a
larger working vocabulary than most students. We often begin our
first discussion of a 'model by having students circle the words they
are not likely to use themselves (many of which they know). We talk
about why students dont use words in their writing that they already
know accurately. Many students shy away from using their entire vo-
cabularies because they think it will make them sound unnatural. To
see professional writers using these words in a currently published
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- article designed for this week’s reading audience helps students under-
stand that many words ure not as remote as they had originally
thought. The course puts a high priority on enlarging the working
vocabulary, and students are expected to keep their own dictionaries,
made up- of words taken from the artieles we read. Maay students
enjoy playing around with new words. Many make mistakes, but more
important, they start testing out possibilities rather than continue to
.seek refuge in old, safe words, T I '

Second, students find that the sentence structure of professional
writers is more sophisticated than their own.. As with the vocabulary,
students read through an essay and underline sentences that seem to
use patterns they would not use themselves. We isolate those patterns,
discuss them, and imitate them, Any discussion of sentences requires
a basic vocabulary of grammair. Grammatical terms are invoked as the
need calls for it to help the class describe what they see. Students often
imitate sentence patterns in class and are surprised to find out what
is possible. Another exercise is to compare two paragraphs, one from -
. a student essay and the other from a model. We look for variety in
the length and grammatical type of sentences. We.look at how the two
paragraphs begin sentences. We pay attention to how concise or wordy
the sentences are and to whether or not they repeat themselves. Dis-
cussion and analysis of this sort do as much to sharpen a student’s per-
ception of his own writing as anything else we do. '

Third, students (many for the first time) begin to discover how
writers establish tone. Some writers do it by selecting volatile or out-
rageous words, others by invoking a particular brand of rhetoric (bib-
lical, professorial, satiric, lyrical, journalistic). The writer’s conscious-
ness of the sound of his own voice, of the persona implied by what he
says and how he says it, is too often ignored in a writing course. In
discussing this subject, students often read aloud from models and their
own work. Their reading provides the matcrial for lively discussion
about tone. :

Fourth, we discuss the general level of abstractness or concreteness
of the model. A common student writing error is to be too abstract, too
general, and either too sparse or inaccurate in using detail. Good pro-
fessional writing is almost alwavs concrete. A careful examination of
exactly how the professional writer keeps his reader in touch with the
world of the senses opens students’ eves to the variety of ways in which
they can avoid writing pavers full of generalities. We also discuss the
detail used in the model. What are its uses? To give information? For
decoration? To help establish tone® These questions can be directed
to the student writing as well. {

Any discussion of concreteness and detail inevitably leads to some
talk about the use of allusion. Students notice fairlyiquickly that pro-
fessional writers often establish a texture of allusign. Some writers
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look to history, while others go in for literature, ait, philusophy, an-
thropology, rock music, or geography. We often have heated discus-
sions about what such a tactic adds to a picce. One possible answer
to this question may be found by writing an author and asking him
about it. Many students like to plav-around with allusion as a way of
enriching their own writing. At the outset this exploration is often
cumbersome, but (as with vocabulary) it is that restlessness to ex-
plore that gets stiidents in touch with the essential vitality of language.

Fifth, we discuss the beginnings of essays. By what means does the
writer establish a context for his remarks? What special words does he
use (and define)?® How clear is ke in defining and limiting his subject?
To what extent are the secds of -organization for the whole essay to
be found in the opening? We discover wide differences in essay open-
ings, and these differences lead to much experimentation on the part

The question of beginnings leads directly to organization. Often,
organization is more carefully handled in professionally written papers
than in student writing. We discuss the logic that holds an essay to-
gether, the extent to which the writer is true to his design, the extent
to which he makes smooth transitions from one idea to another or one
parazraph to the next. The class sometimes reads through a page, or
a whole essay, underlining all transitional elements. Then they do the
same with their own writing, They have at least one assignment in
whieh they imitate the general design of a model. ’

The five general iureas discussed above are not chosen as definite
topics prior to the glass, discussions themselves. Attention to a variety
of published models insures that many writing skills come under dis-
cussion. The amount of time given to discussion of any one subject
depends on the particular writing problems and interests of the class.

This expository \Vl‘iti}‘l}.{ course was offered to fifteen twelfth graders

for ten weeks. The clays met twice a week for fifty minutes and wrote

two essays a week, each based'on a model we considered in class. From
time to time T would duplicate a student essay and use it either alone
or with a professionally written model. as the basis for class discussion.
The essavs were shorter at the beginning of the course (400-800 words)
and longer toward the end (800-1000 words).- The feedback on each
paper was cricial tof providing the motivation to get through the gruel-
ing process. Therefjre. T would adjust the assignment schedule if T got
as much as two papers behind in correcting,

Each assigninent had a particular focus. On one essay, for example,
the students would strive to incorporate innovative sentence patterns
based on what we had seen in class. On another they would self-con-
sciously use a variety of techniques to establish tone. The technique
to be imitated was the subject for our discussion of that week’s model.
Of course. each student's work was criticized for other qualities as
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essay would be sent off as a letter to-thef editor of the magazine or
newspaper in which the model appeared! In some cases, portions of
these essays were published, In one case /the letter was published and
also led to a_correspondence with the atithor! The prospect of either
one of these happenings added considerable excitement and energy to
the project. The idea that students were writing for a potential audi-
ence larger than the teacher turned the essays into something more

than laboratory specimens. /
£
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" » well (particularly mechanics), but if he or shé did a successful job on
- the particular quality in question, the paper wgs considered a success,

There was never a problem as to what topigs students should write
about. The essays suggested endless possibilities. The vuriety of both
subject matter and style in the médels made jt possible for the students
~ to churn out two essays a week without ggtting stale. Frequently an

-5
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Follow the Leader

Rosanne S. Soffer, Head, English Department .
Northampton High School, Northampton, Massachusctts '

\

Tolstoy once said when someone complimented him on his writing
that one might as well compliment him on his ability to waltz. This
remark has alwavs somewhat puzzled me. Why then did he find it
necessary-to rewrite War and Peace seven times, to say nothing of poor
old Sonia’s recopying it seven times? His remark, however, certainly
leads one to believe that he considered the ability to write an innate
gift, Tolstoys, like visible comets, are rare occurrences. My own ex-
perience as a writer and as a teacher has led me to conclude that
writers come in three distinct varieties: the very few who have a pro-
found gift (perhaps two or three in a teaching career, with luck), a
palace guard of seraphim who have a natural flair, and the great un-
blessed majority for whom learning to write is an arduous task like
struggling with geometry or income tax returns. Needless to-sav there
is another benighted group for whom writing in their lifetimes will
be a matter of grocery lists and painstakingly flling out the forms that

. are prerequisites of a computerized society.

For those rare few who are writers born, perhaps the most beneficial
rols a teacher can play is that of appreciative but critical audience.
At best one can provide them with short cuts. One can. discover for
them what they will eventually discover for themselves: the virtues
of economy. the magic formula for the problem of transitiens (never
mind tracing the route from his house to hers—ijust smack him down
at the door), and the difference between sentimentality and sentiment.
One can warn this nascent writer of the tempting danger of talking out
an idea before writing it, in the case of fiction. ind tell the writer the
benefits of allowing a picce of writing to ripen like soft ¢heese hefore
beginning the anguishing task of rewriting.« But above all, read and
enjoy. Let hitm know that he or she is one of the chosen.

For those who have a natural facility with words, perhaps the great-
est problem is that very facility. These are the wordslingers. They
bounce their sciony vocabulary around like a great golden ball, say-
ing little Largely. The'teacher's role with these second violinists can be
much more pragmatic if more difficult. for it is in this group that one
s into the most sensitive of adolescent cuos, T always try to empha-
size to such writers- that what we are judging is not their innmortal
souls hut a series of interconneeting words on a piece of paper. The
discipline of expository writing is a good antidote for the sheer facility
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of these writers, and the teacher cm do. yeom an senice as exacting'
taskmaster, insisting on tight organization and 4 logical development
* . of subject content, For these able’ students who form the core. of my
claescs in Advanced Junior English and-Advanced Placement English,
© ;] have found that a biweekly analytical paper (“A Comparison ot Two
. «Fools; As Yor Like It and King Lear? or “The Role of the Gams in
“Moby y Dick,” for example), monthly hook reports with individual ques-
tions for each student des. ling with literary techuiques rather than mere
coutent. and a capstone independent critical paper, assigned in De-
cember aud due the day before spring vacation, which calls upon them
to handle a large body of material, are- excellent vehicles for dev olop- ’

+ ing these natural writing talents as precision tools,

In the case of the long. independent critical papers, which the wrlters
are cautioned to write without any access to critical scurces, I have -
had some stunning papers on such subjects as comparisons of Heart
of Darkness (Conrad), The Bear ( Faulkner), and Deliverance (James
Dickey); or The Death of Ivan lilyich ( Tolstoy), The Dead (Joyce),
and Death in Venice (Mann); or In Hazard: A Novel (Richard
Hughes), Williwaw (Gore Vidal), and Typhoon (Conrad); the “Role
of the Negro in Selected Faulkner Novels”; “Conrad’s View of Society
in Nostromo”; “Stephen Hero and A Portrait of the Artist us a Young
Man: A \Ietan'norphoms”. “The Roots of Greek Tragedy in the Theater
of the Absurd.” Needless to say one tailors such topics to the specific
ability level of the student, all the way down to siich less demanding
projects as a comparison of Mr. Bridge (Evan S. Connell, Jr.) and
Mrs. Bridge (Connell). If these topics sound pretentious or above
the ken of the high school student, I can only cite such known factors
as the value of high teacher expectation and the need of the more
gifted student to work to the top of his capacity. In any case, I have
had college-level performances on these topics and many others, and
the end product is far from stufly.

But all this is caviar for the general. What does one do five days
out of six in =« class called “Writing for Today” (which might better
be designated “Weriting for Nowhere, Nohow”) with average and
remedial level students from whom each writing assignment calls forth
groans and mouns worthy of a Niobe? Let us put aside the argument
as to whether or not writing can be taught to these students as a luxury
we as high school teachers cannot afford, and settle for a simple
furmula: the only way anvone learns to write is by writing.

But we will have to note that often the greatest difficulty with writ-
ine classes is that the teacher isn't much of a writer—or an editor for
that matter. Publishers have striven to overcome such deficiencies with
specialized books to give the teacher some direction and serve as
stimuli to student writing. Examples include the excellent Moflett and
Murray books and those pictures which worked just great with the
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bovs at Excter and Andover. Unfortunately, here the problem arises
that applies also to the whole realm of ‘the English cumriculum: the
teacher—not so much the sindent—-hecomes bored or tepid from over-

exposure to the same material and ideas semester after semester. In

addition, the teacher is giving assignments which are the fruit of some-
one else’s imagination, and he has no conerete expectation about what
the student might write about the topic. Consider for an ungodly
mioment what would happen if most teachers were asked to write in
answer to some of their own assigntuents.

The really inspiring and successtul teacher of writing succeeds be-
cause he works with material and ideas which he evokes himself and
finds exciting. or which he has worked out in response {v the interests
of his own particular students. Such a teacher takes a constructive
stance, because he can demonstrate to his students what they might

have said and what they might have seen by sharing with them his .
own imaginative responses, This sharing resulis in a viable communi-

cation between the teacher and his students, as the students find they
have something they want to say and someone whom they can trust
to say it to. b ot

Such ex cathedra conclusions call for specific illustrations. Many
times when I talk with despondint teachers of so-called reluctant
writers, I am reproached with the fact that T 'teach brighter students;
so several vears ago [ undertook to teich a six-week summer schooi
course called “English for Students, Who Hate English” to a group of
twenty-eight flunkees. We met for four long, searing hours every morn-
ing. My goal was to get these recalcitrants to write with at least a
minimum of facility and without any malarkey about writing being
fun. Writing isn't fun—at least until you've finished writing—just as
painless dentistry is still something of an ordeal without the pain.

Fortunately, I had the aid of several bright teaching interns, so we
could break such a large class into groups. Our tools'were filins, slides
of paintings, iclevision, advertisements, poems, short stories, field
trips, and our own heads. We decided that our approach would be
one of approval: we would try to find something good o say about
what ecach student wrote and to hell with spelling, grammar, and
punctuation for the nonce. We also determined that in the case of the
visual stimuli, the students would write hefore we had any discussion
no matter how much they wheedled with questions and pleas for hints.
We started out with slides of paintings and had great luck with “Chris-
tina.” “Double Hamburgers,” “Doctor’s Office,™ “The Miners,” and any
number of Hopper roadside scenes. Students read books they picked
up from a long table of juicy items and wrote advertisements for the
books. TV commercials and magazine ads were discussed, and puns
began to fly around ihe room. Robert Frost’s poem “Out—Out” was a
mild sensation, as was Rupert Brooke’s “These things I have loved”
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with each student writing lm own personal vemon, an gxeruse that
works heautifully on all ability levels,

By this time we had established an element of trust hetween the
students and ourselves, We began to niove slowly toward the writing
of short storics, Students wrote deseriptions of othor students and of
us. Amid cries of * Nothmgs ever happened to me” and “I can’t think
of nothing to say,” we emploved the time-honored device of the auto-
Liagraphy to find possible springboards for short stories. One boy told
me that the high point of his week was spending Saturdays with a
group of friends who called themselves “The Boys.” “Pick.a typical

Saturday,” I told him, “and write about what you do from morming to
night.” He stared at me in disbelicf and the corner of his mouth tilted
a little and he picked up his pencil. Another group had shared an auto-
mobile accident with one student who was the bellwether of our group.
~ They got together with their particularly simpatico intern and dictated
" a short storv to her aboyt the accident, complete with digging up

someone’s front lawn to bury the six-packs they had with them.
© At the end of the simmer session. prizes were given for stories
enterved in a contest for all summer school classes. First prize went to
our “inarticulate” boy who had written about the Saturday exploits
of “The Boys.” The story was onc of the most evocative pieces of stu-
dent writing I have ever read, with something of the poxgnancv of
Marty, and it ended late Saturdav night with “The Boys” sitting in a

parked car on a lonely, dark street, listening to the faint sound of foot-
steps in the distance. When the second price was announced, four
burly boys got up to sharerthe two and a half dollars they had eamed
with their story about Jimmy’s accident.

We published our own magazine that last week. and each student

was represcnted by at least one piece of writing about which he felt
a sense of accomplishment. Rccognition is a great persuader. Oc-
casionally a student will write somethirg he finds too private to want
to publish, but it is something that he will read himself again and
again. Even the writers of coded diaries and journals scem to write
with some eventual reader or readers in mind, as we have learned
from Samuel Pepys and V. Sackville-West.

If backed against a wall and told to name the single f‘lctur that has
accounted for what small success I have had as a teacher of writing
on pain of attending a faculty meeting every day of the school vear,
I would be forced to say that my own experience as a writer of sorts
was the contributing factor.® My own writing experience has given
me an understanding of the creative process and the throes the hegin-
ning writer goes through. To the beginning teacher T wbuld say get
involved in your writing, write in answer to some of yvour own assign-

* Mrs. Soffer has written articles and short stories published in Look, Coronet,
Harper's Bazaar, Cosmopolitan, and other magazines—EDp.
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* ments, If you can’t do it any other way, take a writing course and then - .
another so you also learn what it’s like to be on the other end. Then

stand in front of yvour classes as a fellow sufferor. Your understanding

as a writer will help build the climate of sharing and empathy that

leads the student to want to communicate with you and with himself,

through those strange squiggles that can bring so much more meaning-

into all of our lives. If you dou't believe this, why should he?



- Part Three:-
o The Student Has Written

[/
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In conclusion, the teacher concered with teaching students to write

: ‘necds four qualities: imagination, perseverance. patierice, and an

enormous capacity for spending days upon days and nights upon nights
wandering Death Valley in scarch of the century plant blossom.

Brother Andre Lacoste
College of Santa Fe, New Mexico

(formerly Teacher, De La Salle
High School '

New Orleans, Louisiana)




o
]

. B

R :
s

Introduction

2

The student has written. And the teacher of composition is now
responsible for evaluating the written work in some fashion. The tra-
ditional evaluation process requires writing numerous’ marginalia
which may not result in any significant improvement in the student’s
next composition or {worse yet) may be ignored. What is to be done?
The selections in Part III present some answers to the cuestion, for
they contain approaches that diverge from the traditional evaluation
process yet converge in the expectation of high performance. All se-
lections emphasize maximum attention to both the writer and his
composition; all present approaches adaptable—in part or in total—
to the teaching and evaluating of composition.

That the student can be made aware of his weaknesses in composi-
tion without the damaging discouragement caused by pedantic com-
mentary and required rewriting is the position taken by David Hill.
He places more emphasis on the student’s avoidance of previously
demonstrated weaknesses in subsequent compositions than he does on
revision. To create awareness of what the student is to attend to in
the future. Iill describes a one-week process. The success of the
process is partially dependent upon the ability of the student to trans-
rer what he discovers from reading and discussing the compositions
of fellow students in a group situation and partially (perhaps largely)
dependent upon the ability of the teacher to structure and manipulate
the ostensible informality of the becoming-aware process.

Unlike Hill, tlerbert Safran insists upon revision in “One High
School Writing Class.” He tells his advanced composition students that
all of them will receive A's. However, he quickly states six performance
standards to which they must adhere; and in addition to these specified
and demanding contingencies is revision, very possibly multiple re-
visions. His objective is to develop tomorrow’s writers. To accomplish
his objective, he challenges students to meet performance standards
through sequential, varied. and highly motivational writing activities.

Search out and destrov the enemies of réadability is Gloria Crum’s
command to students. Dullness. vagueness, and deadwood comprise

o
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the list of adversaries to be eliminated systematically and completely.

Her tactics for their destruction are presented with the verve and
confidence of a determined, seasoned, and successful véteran who in-
sists that-only one criterion exists for evaluating a composition: “Do

I want to finish reading this?”

A tack taken by Rosemary Kennedy is to approach the evaluation of
compositions more as an editor than as a teacher, to “become the Max-

.. well Perkins to incipienc Thomas Wolfes.” While recognizing and en-

couraging personal styles, she insists upon the need to teach structure.
Both inexperienced and Npmeuccd teachers will appreciate her dis-
cussion of the dangers inherent in disregarding the teaching of struc-
ture and the means by which she incorporates “it with the develop-
ment of personal style,

The advantages of the student-teacher conference in evaluating
compositions are extolled convineingly and amply by Michael Blen-
ski, Jr. He considers the conference evaluation an integral portion of
a composition program in which student-teacher collaboration occurs
in the process of writing the composition and continues after submis-
sion of the fiud draft. Warning that the conference evaluation is time-
consuming, he emphasizes the need for having carefully planned ac-.
tivities for the rest of the class and presents a practical solution.

Patricia A. Geuder
Department of English.
University of Nevada
Las Vegas, Nevada
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Dabid Hill, Teacher, English Department ‘
Albem/ar{e‘: High School, Charlottescille, Virginia

\ t
: AN .
N - . .
Sometimes the task oft_caching a student strong writing habits seems
just as futile as trying to do pushups on quicksand. Frustration

“abounds. Teachers can, however, successfully guide students to more

solid ground in composition skills. In working with academically-
oriented high school students, the key word is “awareness.””

The instructor must make the student “aware” of his or her responsi-
bility. Freqiiently the student has knowledge of basic skills but fails
to apply them. Too many higli-schoolers sit back and wait, hoping to

absorb composition skills by osmosis, as though composition were a-

fact that could be remembered or forgotten. Perhaps, the composition
teachers of America permit them to retain this outlook. As’long as
students wait for a magic formula or for the. teacher to “teach” them
composition, their writing will stagnate. While normally we insist on
avoiding elichés, too many aspiring writers have not heard that writing

is “1 pereent inspiration and 99 percent perspiration.” I like to allude

to Hemingway's supposed rewriting of the last page of A Farewell to
Arms thirty-nine times. .Or to Salinger’s requiring ten years to com-
plete A Catcher in the Rye. 1 want the students to realize—to be
“aware”"—{hut the onlv secret. the only magic formula is hard work,
the willingness to labor painstakingly and ccaselessly in pursuit of
that clusive perfection that they will never attain. Until this awareness
materializes my job is incredibly difficult, if not impossible.

Awarcness now becomes more personal. Each student must eventu-

ally realize s own weaknesses (please don't call them mistakes) in
order to overcome them. The modern antipathy to the heavily marked
paper, the “bleeding” paper in the vernacular. is probably based on the
psychological impact of so much negative criticism. Too often dam-
aging disconragenient results. But before the student cun overcome
persona! weaknesses, he must be “aware” of them. There’s that word
again. Still essential.

Yes. that bleeding paper could be damaging if the teacher does not
handle its return with care However, if the student receives that red
ink with the proper understanding, he has the sconting-reports that
will enable him to plan an effective attack against his writing prob-
Tems. T try to preface the return of papers with a few comments. Each
teacher nmist vary his_conmnents according to his personality in the
classroom, T try to avoid a preachy tone, Tf T can be humorous, yet re-
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tain a serions quality, T can relax the class, T want the student. to
realize that 1 am not mounting a personal vendetta, that I am attempt-
ing to help him. My criticism is intended to be constructive. Hope-
fully 1 have been able to include positive as well as negative observa-
tions. 1 am available to discuss compositions on an individual basis, 1
encourage each student to study conunents I have made on his paper
and try to understand what might have been a more effective way of
relating his thoughts. : '

Too often a student simply fails to apply the writing skills he al-
ready possesses. The point-is not that his method of expression is neces-
sarily wrong but that another may be better. I also suggest that each

student make a brief list of things that trouble him and strive to give -

these extra attention in his next writing assignment. As long as a stu-
dent understands how his expression might have been improved, I do
not require rewriting. I prefer that he attend primarily to the future.
Improving a weakness in a particular thesis is not the issue; avoiding
that problem in the next writing assignment is the issue. :
One method of creating awareness requires approximately one school
week. Have each student write a composition, about a page long or

-slightly less, that can be duplicated so that all class members will have

a copy. The student’s composition can be identified by a number that
only the teacher knows. Each student acquires a copy of everyone
else’s product as well as his own. Ask the students to review all of the
compositions, making positive as well as negative comments, Allotting
one or two davs of class time might help those students unaccustomed
to such a task. a formidable one as composition teachers know. The
teacher should also review each composition. Teacher and students
should then evaluate the composition in one large group or several
smaller groups. It is vital that the atmosphere be informal and friendly.
Dispense with rigid format as much as possible without losing control.
Encourage students to vocalize their observations diplomatically. The
goal is helping each”other. The teacher acts mainly as discussion
nwnitor and guide, (I have been amazed how concerned students be-
eome about writing.) By offering suggestions and alternatives to
others, they usually make applications to their own writing. The stu-
dent learns how others. his friends, view his writing. They often re-
veal things he does not realize. The skill he used in searching for mis-
takes in others’ papers can now be applied to his own writing, often
with renewed insight.

Primarily. then, this technique helps the aspiring writer become
“aware” of his own weaknesses and the need to be critical of his own
writing—to revise and review, With this awareness he realizes that
success results not from some seeret formula, but from his own efforts
in applving fundamental writing skills. Iis composition teacher can-
help him, can guide him, can encourage him, but that 99 percent

It
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_perspiration is the reason his riting improves, "Furthermore, he can
be proud of his progress because he earned it. And, of course, he is
“aware” of that, too. ' i

t e
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.. . as an attempt to make students aware of themselves and thelr
! world, we asked students to “react” on paper to something that hap-

L pened that week., Whatever made them sad, mad, glad, or aware

should be the topic. Also, it was possible for students to have “No

. " Reaction” any number of times without criticism. Usually this did not
{ happen often. This relatively minor assignment; had many benefits.

' Students became more aware of life in general, and most scemed to

| enjoy having a sounding board—especially since.th “re was no penalty.

Carol Mulvany
McClucr North High School
Florissant, ‘Missouri '
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One High School W-ritin g Class

Herbert Safran, Chairman, E :u,hsh Department
Shenendehowa High School, Elnora, New York

 and edx!or of The Hum.uutws Joumal

i

“You don’t have to worry ahbout grades in this twenty-week class.
Everybody gets an“A’)" 1 g g,hhlv announced to the nineteen high school
juniors and seniors sitting expectantly in my ulv.mced composition
clase the first day of the “school year, "Of course,” I added quickly,
“you need to hand in a mmmmm number of papers (11911.111}’ nine) for
the first ten weeks to get this 'A”.”

Realizing that this pxe.sclectcd college-bound group of aspiring
writers was most grade-conscious, 1 tried to alleviate the pressure of
“getting a good grade” by assuring them, that first day, that they could
forget abnut competmg with their peers . . .'in this class, at least. Con-
tinuing, I added, "I don't put a grade on any of vour papers, but I do
ask many questions on these drafts—questions which could lead- you
to be more effective in this craft of writing. By the way, with reference

- to the craft, Hemingway defined writing in these words: “Writing is

re-writing.” And that’s what cach of vou will be doing: rewriting a
draft which vou, as the author, might consider a work of art but,
which I, as the reader, might consider on certain points to be of, uh
.« . questionable merit, You may very well be redoing a paper three,
four or even five times.”

There were incredulous looks and sonie sideway glances as they
heard this last point,

These first-day comme nts are pmh.th]\ the longest 1 trn\e to the
class as a class, for, from this point vn. it’s more of an individual under-
taking for them.

Students soon learn the following performance standards set for
them in this advanced composition class:

1. Basic-error-free drafts

2. Perceptive analvsis of an event in their lives

3. Concise langnage via haikn poetry

4. Moderation of tone vis a vis reaction essays (Students react to a

topic under discussion in an expository manner. )

Their class assignments include enfering locedd and ‘or national writing
contests and compiling a student Hterary anthology.,

The first activity is the distribution of copics of an essay of child-
hood reminiscences entitled “The Silver Horn” by Thomas Sancton,
found in Harcourt Brace's Advanced Composition: A Book of Models
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For Writing, From Part II of his work, T have students point out some
elempnts of the author’s style. I then lead them to note, especially, the
effective use of the meditative, philosophical approach when writing
from the personal perspective. Their first paper, therefore, is a back-
ward glance at an incident from their early years. More importantly,
however, they are to perceive this episode with the advantage of the
insjght gathered in the intervening ycars. By posing the right ques-
tiops, by forcing them to be shadowy figures of their former selves, 1
enable them, for the most part, to grasp the deeper allusions in these
ﬁxiniscences,- 3

roofreading is an essential skill to be learned by the young writer.

Ifoleratc no sloppy use of the basic tools of language arts. I will not
be bothered correcting basic sentence structure errors or spelling mis-
ta‘ikes. These the students must take care of in their first drafts. When
op the few occasions I have returned a paper because of these short-
comings early in the quarter and have not given credit, there is no
rgument from the student. Ile rewrites the paper and he does it
3uring that class period or types it that evening.

| Students always have their papers returned the following day and
an individual review between teacher and student takes place. It is
important to show responsibility in getting the drafts back to the
ftudeuts while the material is fresh. They ought to begin the next draft
without delay, while both the give-and-take of our discussion and the
Iquestions on their papers have more meaning for the rewriting.
’ I do strongly urge the teacher of composition to return his students’
i papers the day after they've been submitted. It may not be as difficult
| as it first appears. You will recall that earlier T said this was an indi-
vidualized class. This is so because I do not require writings to be
turned in to me on any given day. Thus, the daily number of papers
given the teacher averages ouly a half-dozen or'so. And this is great,
since it takes about fifteen to twenty minutes of reading and writing
comments and questions to do a responsible job for each paper.

I've used the word “responsible” more than once as a criterion for
both student and teacher. It is especially imperative for the instructor
to be closely allied with this concept. because he can by his attitude
motivate his students to exact that incisive picce of writing, to attain
that sense of personal fulfillment, and to wrest those kev words from
their “teething brains.” He. alone, is in a position to offer this encour-
agement,

In a short time, students begin to realize that a fair piece of writing
takes a good deal of revising. Once they appreciate this inevitable fact
of a writer’s life, they have taken one step in the writer’s maturation
process.

Initially, the teacher may find students handing in essays some two
pages in length. The students feel they've done a tremendous job and
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that they've taken the paper as far. as it can go. Well, they certainly
have not taken it deeply enough. And it is in this area that the in-
structor of composition ought to direct his students toward a greater
depth of perception. An awarenebs of life around them, of their role
in this life and reflection on their role are some points that ought to

. be emphasized. When the carefully phrased question relating to these
aspects of writing is asked on a paper, the students soon learn the need:
for more careful study and preparation of a paper, and the short draft

becomes a multi-page essay that shows improved perspicacity.

Too often young writers seem to think they have concrete answers
to the universal questions. I have them examine their theses. I try
(with some success after ten weeks of writing) to have them gain the

“concept, perhaps, of not being so danin sure when drawing conclusions

on paper. This acquisition of humility is one of my major objectives in - -

the course. :
This last, I find, is one of the most difficult behavioral changes to
effect with above-average, motivated students in an advanced com-

position class. I try to achieve it by questioning their hypotheses, by -

using aualogies, by appealing to logic. The realization that there may
be other viewpoints; equally sound, plays an important part in the
yourg writer’s development. . :

I've already mentioned the first unit in the conrse. Others include
150-word. essays to teach suitable diction and elimination of verbosity;
poetry based on student haiku; a-single short story; and a series of some

half-dozen reaction essays. The twenty weeks of the course can in-.

clude some twenty to twenty-five writings .and rewritings.

It's endless and demanding work; it’s drudgery; and, as one student
so aptly put it: “It’s hell on earth when nothing seems to be coming.”
It requires a commitment £ self-discipline, but the students them-
selves see quite an improvement in thecir writing habits and in their
final products.

1 require each of my students to enter at least one of the numerous
writing contests. These include Voice of Democracy, Scholastic Mag-
azines, Focus, and a variety of local essay competitions. And when a
couple of them do place in the local or national writing contests as
has been the case these past few years, they are ecstatic. What a boost
this is to all our egos!

The concluding activity brings committees together for selection of
class works to be included in the Epitaph, our literary anthology. It is
illustrated by two of the talented artists in the-class. (I select stu-
dents for the class. Skill in drawing was one major criterion for two
of the students.) '

Laying out the book, final typing and proofing, collating the pages
from the printer, spiraling the completed work and selling the product
to the student body—all give responsibility to the individuals for the
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*-benefit of the class. It is when lhov see the ﬁmehed prndvot that many

of them appreciate the many hours of rewriting they've done and the
many private dtspu%smn sessions we've had about their writing. They
lave even cometa me after the course has ended and offered an ap-
preciative comment. These factors and their personal realizations are,
mdeed steps in the development of tumorrows writers. .
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Every yvear, on the Wednesday following Labor Day, T valiantly
vank on a girdle (for me every bit as much of a symbol of my return’
to battle as a knight's cuirass), sheath my sun-dried legs in pantyhose,
and sally forth to the classroom, ever hopeful that the likes of Ernest
Hemingway wili be sitting front row center. Every year on the ‘fol-
lowing Wednesday, having surrendered the girdle to September’s heat
and my pantvhose to the rungs of schoolroom moderne, I return my
first set of papers, having satisfied myself that Ernest is not in my~

‘classroom again this vear. Instead, facing me in various degrees of

disarray are a couple of dozen adolescents, all of whom express a -
throbbing interest (1 know, because I ask them) in physics and POD
[Problems of Democracy] and Alice Coopér and the Dolphins. Not
one of them has ever expressed so'much as a smidgen of enthusiasm for
mixed metaphors and dangling modifiers. ) -

iS0-1say to myself, “No doubt this is because they have yet to be
introduced to the power of the English language, to the richness of
its vocabulary, to the grace of its cadences.” T say this to myself, but
I know better. T know that every year since they've been old enough
to sit up and swallow the peanut butter on the cafeteria apples, they've
been introduced ‘to, courted by, divorced from, but never married to,
the English langnage. Indeed, many of them give every indication of
living in syntactical sin. ' '

Finally, that lingering September afternoon the question becomes,
“What can I do®'—I and all the unwilling warriors foreed to spend a
school vear mastering a subject which is inimical to everybody but the
most unpopular person in the room. There are, T think, a number of
things T can do. None of them alone will produce a work of art, or
even a grade of “C,” but they are the thinus that matter to me as a
reader. Along with a little clarity and sense. they may help to make
the English teacher's evening pulsate, if not with the lifeblood of lit-
erature, at least not with the tedinm of embalming fluid.

For me the munber one enemy in a theme (as in the classroom, as
in a friendship. as in life . . .) is duilness. High school students who

- wonldn't be caught dead boring a friend in a face-to-face conversation

will stupefy their English teacher with impunity. But maybe we ask
for it. T enconrage my stndents to write the way they speak. and if they
can get the vitality of their best conversation onto paper. Il put up
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with“the misplaced -modifiers and dangling participles. These are mat-
ters that can be dealt with once the student begins to care about com-

“municating on paper. This means, in heretical terms, soft-pedaling the

méchanics (Let next year's teacher worry with the semicolons!) and
rewarding substance more than spelling, wit more than punctuation.
Sometimes it helps to let a group take the dullest subject they can
think of (patriotic essay contests are ideal for this) and then concen-
trate on breathing a little life into it. More often than not, artificial
respiration is-merely that, artificial. But given a number of opportuni-
ties—-"Nature Imagerv in Nathaniel Hawthorne,” “How to Build a
Rabbit Hutch,” “The Energy Crisis at My House"—students will \)egm
to get the idea. Using as their only criterion “Do I want to finish fead
ing this?" they can evaluate each other’s anccdotes and rhetoyical
calisthenics. Eventually they realize there are other ways to begin a

~ paper on “The Responsibilities of a Citizen in & Democracy” than\"In

Q
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this paper I am going to tell you about the responsibilities.of a citizen
in a democracy.” '

Next on my enemies het is vagueness, Writing that is coherent and
correct can be so vague that it fails to convince (and all writing is
persuasive, if only in that it has to persuade the reader to keep on
reading). English teachers may not have in their bags of tricks ideas
and inspirations enough to go round, Lut they can teach elements of
the writer’s craft. Unlike originality and creativity, concreteness can
be taught. Most student writing will benefit by moving to a more con-
crete level. A “vehicle” becomes “a shiny sedan.” which in turn be-
comes “rain beads on the hood of the newly-waxed Volkswagen.” One
caution here: the English teacher’s nights. instead of being dull, may
never end. Modifiers will engorge student sentences, cansing them to
run into each other and all over the nest ten pages. T usually head this
contingency off at the pass by insisting that students drastically limi*
their subjects. If a student is writing about one minnte. or the firit
time his dad hinded him the keys to the car. or how the sanerkraut
smelled last night when he opened his front door after foothall prac-
tice. he's not so Jikely to hreak the outer limits of his teachesr’s endur-
ance.

A third enemy—this one is a pushover tor any teacher armed with
a red Flair—is the deadwood which litters the average hich school
paper. I know of no wav of ridding my students’” sentences of incon-
siderate clutter other than radieal surgery. Fortunately, once they
realize that “A” doesn’t stand for “anesthetize.” they do my job for me
and begin excising even more mercilessly than T eould hope for. Early
in the vear T pass around copies of themes Tve collected over the
years—shining examples of redundancy, of gobbledyeook, and. ves,
of dullness. Neat I have them examine each other’s papers to see
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. whether they can agree on what's bone and muscle .md what is merely
flab to be sliced away.

No doubt my encmies list could be extended to White House pro-
portions I recognize that lack of unity and organization, the use of
clichés, the tendency to befuddle with vocabulary-stretching, all can
subvert a theme. Indeed, all have their places in a composition pro-
gram. But for me it all comes down to getting students to say what -
they mean in as interesting a way, in as vivid language, and in as few
words as they can, If they fail-to do this, not much else matters, be-
cause they may fail in the ultimate purpose of their writing. For what-
ever they eventually write—fund-raising appeals, church ~bulletins, .
love letters—not much else matters, because the recipient (unless he
or she is an English teacher) may not ever finish reading them. '
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Rosemary K. Kennedy, (‘hairman, Englzsh Department
Parkway West Sem’or Iltéh School, B(.llwin, Mtssoun

What in heaven’s name produces winners of NCTE Achievement
Awards in Writing? I've asked myself that for elght years while nine
utterly different student writers won awards. ‘Because I obviously had
no one model—particularly when two quite disparate writers would
win in the same year4-the answer was slow ‘to emerge. But last year
while trving to expla{n to new teachers how to teach writing, I finally -
found the simple lxﬁy I work directly with what the students write.

Isn’t that what every teacher does? No, 1 don’t think so. More often
in the procesy e& straight instruction—which I also ‘use when I have
to—the teacher insists that certain devices be used as evidence of the
effectiveness 0f what he has been illustrating, These devices, whether
they be the Aroper placing of a thesis statement or the use of a transi-
tional phraee become the main focus of the lesson and all too often
of wntmg itself.

Traditionally, instruction in methods comes first and emphasis on
personal ideas and style follows—if at all. I seem to reverse this pro-
cedure, for 1 deal first with what is written and then proceed on to
how, but in terms of what the student has already expressed. My
method probably comes from an editorial background where, in jobs
ranging from country newspapers to industrial publications, I had to
take what country correspondents or engineers or corporation vice-
presidents wrote and then improve the work itself.

The approach then is more that of an editor than of a teacher. 1
become the Maxwell Perkins to incipient Thomas Wolfes. What re-
sults, when students begin to accept my attitude that they have some-
thing of consequence to say. are valid, personal stvles. My comments
in turn have to be personal. I may write on a student essay “lack of
purallelisin,” but I am more liable to write, “If vou want to put beans
and poinsettias in the same sentence, you'll have to show me the

_connection.”

I do a great deal of sentence-by-sentence commenting, even if it is
in a shorthand form, As points are made T run down the margin with
checks of “Yes” or “Good” or "Excellent.” Or T say “No” or “Ugh!”

" or “Su what else is new?” But the positives outrun the negatives be-

cause | am committed to respecting student ideas, even if I have to
occasionally jerk a student back to reality with a final comment, such
as “When you stop playing the background music for The Green
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;. "Berets, come in and we'll talk about vour work.” (This student was
eventually an NCTE contestant.) Admittedly at the eleventhrgrade

level, 1 am heir to students with considérable instruction behind them.

1 don’t discuss this background for a minute, It is particularly valuable -

—and necessary—to develop a basic sense of organized thought, But
by the junior year a point of maturity seems to have arrived where, as
I have put it ever since my first year in teaching, “I can free the slaves.”
What real writer puts “doing a five-paragraph theme” before “saying
something he wants to say very much the very best he can™? At sixteen
or seventeen, students are ready to become real writers, not just tech-
nicians. ' : :

Even in the sophomore vear, when as’ department chairman I insist
that structure be pounded into" the kids’ heads, we have found that
formal essays drastically improve after such personal assignments as
“Convey the feelings of sound, smell, and sight that you experienced
in a recent crowd encounter,” or “If the book you just read were to
turn into an animal, what would it be? Express your answer in any
form: poetry, sketeh, - ¢ essay,” The writing that results is automatically
forced into highly personal styles. In turn, the teacher must deal di-
rectly with student content and ofien with new forms, for the student
must make his work hang together in terms of results, not in terms of
a teacher-conceived set of structure qualifications.” -

To a degree in that sophomore year and decidedly in the junior
one, we, as a department. move into essay questions that enlarge the
students’ reactions to ideas in great books. We say, “How does Haw-
therne’s concept of evil form the direction of growil: in two of his
characters in The Scarlet Letter?” rather than ask for a consideration
of Pearl as a symbulic device. We provide some direction, some set-
ting of intellectual levels, but not enough “help” to fence the student
in. I{e travels in thought and in depth just as far as we can entice him.
And because\ti ~ junior year in our school is devoted to going beyond
simple proof ‘of ideas to development of some depth, the student
agonizingly struggles through to thinking points of which he may not
have thought himself capuble carlier.

Possibly a set Of devices does help in this growth. I sit with a group
of six students for da hour, taking notes. and not saying a word. Almost
alwavs, despite “oh-akis” and moments of silence, a thinking break-
throush occurs shortly after Minute 35. Or I ask for a twenty-minute
tape recording of a five-man discussion which its members themselves
review in order to decide whether any real intellectual growth has
occurred. Often they agree to do the tape again.

Successful as this criterion of personal-writing' norms can be—and
we as a department have gradually proven it so in terms of college
success stories from all kinds of students—it is also a dangerous
method. The teacher who appears to discard actual teaching of struc-
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tureé must also not forget it for a minute. Sometimes the beginning
teacher, reeling from the cultural shock of simply terrible Ing,h school

essays, grasps at the magic solution of “do your own thing.” Student °

writing can never be left at this point. Until the new tgaehiyr can
quickly rim down a student essay and say, “Here’s vour thesis“in the
middle of page two; now eut all the paragraphs apart and paste them

back together in new order; then throw out page three and rewrite

- the conclusion,” we cannot flirt with “student freedom.” For freedom .

must allow the student to grow, to actually wean himself from the
teacher in. terms of writing adulthood, not . intellectual confusion.
Better to continue to deliberately instruct in writing devices first, and
once that is habitual, then put the emphasis on student ideas.”

Possibly the clinching reason for working so directly and specifically
with student writing is that, as the student approaches independence
from the five-day-a-week classxoom, what he himself does becomes the
only work context that makes sense to him. Stvle, ideas, correctness,
logic, creativity, when dealt with in terms of the student’s own product,
make writing worth struggle and growth.

w4
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The Conference Evaluation: A Renewal

Michacl Blenski, Ir., Teacher, Engl;'sh.I);:’partment
Nicolet High School, Milwaukee, Wisconsin o :
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We spend countless hours at it. We devote our evenings and many
of our weekends to; it—writing endless marginalia; scrupulously cor-
recting or indicating rechanical errors; composing terminal sun-.
maries (in our best prose style!); and then reading everything over .
again as we ponder a final grade. Surely no English teacher would
deny that evaluating student papers is the most time-consuming and
exacting aspect of his work. Not that we begrudge the time. What de-
presses us is that too often our students seemn more interested in the
grade than in the comments, corrections, and summaries. If only they
gave more than cursory attention to all that red ink we lavish on their
pages. . '

But our depression may be partly our own rfault. Perhaps we rely
too heavily on one unvarving evaluative procedure. Maybe we've
grown tired of it—and our students sense this. Or perhaps, though we
use some variety of methods, we haven’t renewed them with those
deliberate changes that could keep us alert and enthusiastic. Methods
that are continually updated and renewed can benefit everyone, mak-
ing our students more receptive of our criticism and suggestions and
mak..g us more satisfied with ous accomplishmeuts in this critical
phase of our teaching responsibilities. One such renewal, simply a
form of the written evaluation, is the student-teacher conference.

For three semesters now at Nicolet High the teachers of Intermedi-
ate Composition (a one-semester elective course in expository writing)
have used this type of evaluation of student papers with good results. -
It is hardly a revolutionarv teaching device. English teachers repeat-
edly confer with -individual students as multi-paragraph compositions
are being written, Such collaboration helps students to solve major
problems of organization. supporting detail, wording, etc., before they
submit the final copy. But why not also employ conferences for the
final evaluation? Not that this method need be used for every composi-
tion assignment. How often a teacher uses it will depend on how much
time he can set aside for the purpose. Even two such conference ses-
sions during a semester { possibly reserved for just major assignments)
will be beneficial. Furthermore, these conferences need not be em-
ploved just in composition courses: they could be used in any English
course that involves some writing, However they are used, they can
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make lm;lish composition a more satisfyi mg, experience for both stu-
dent and teacher.

" Admittedly, the conference evaluatlon is not usually .a time-saver
for the teacher. Although he can read a short composition of one or
two paragraphs as the student sits beside him at the conference, he
will stili have to preview longer papers and note the errors. Otherwise
each conference will take too long and will lack direction. But since
the teacher will now have the opportunity to speak to the student about
the composition, marginal notations can be reduced to mere reminders
so the teacher will be able to quickly find those sentences and para-
graphs where errors have Licen mide when he confers with the student.

Seemingly, 1 more serious problem—indeed, the one that may have
prevented many teachers fiom trying the conference method—is that
even for a rather small class (twenty or so students) five or more days
are needed before the teacher has completed all conferences. What,
then, does the rest of the class accomplish while these conferences are
going on? The solution is careful planning. If student-teacher writing
conferences are an integral part of a course, the seeming impediments
of the time necessary for conferences and student activity during the
conference dayvs should not prevent the use of this evaluation method:
Students can be engaged in meanisgful work so that no time is lost
or wasted. The Intermediate Compositicn course at Nicolet High, for
example, is so designed that during conferences for one end-of-unit
composition, students are beginning work on the next unit. For the
new unit they are given a packet of material consisting of explanation
and exercises. They discuss the muterial in assigned sinall groups or
work on it individually. realizing that the success of their next major
writing assignment will be directly dependent on their understanding
the concepts explained in the unit pacl\et What students -work on
during these days when the teacher is involved in conferences has
been carefully planned so that they can accomplish it on their own-
and with each other’s assistance. Thus the conference method of eval-
uation is practicable.

The advantages of this method are numerous, especiallv the value
of direct exchange between the student and teacher. The student is
involved; he is part of the process. He can explain what he meant to
say, but didn’t—or couldn’t. The teacher points to those sentences that
don’t come off: “This is what your words say, but—and correct me
if I'm wrong—I don’t think that’s what you neant to say.” Other prob-
lems of imprecise ‘diction are also easily solved. How often, for ex-
amplc students fall back on such adjectives as “nice,” “great,” and

“tremendous.” And we dutifully put the abbreviation w. w.—wrong
word—in the margin. At a conference, however, we can be more ex-
plicit by offering alternative precision words and letting the student
select the one that best fits his intention. Furthermore, as we offer these
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suggesti(ms, we know instantly whether we are getting thiough to
the student sitting beside us, This we cannot really be sure of when
we simply write our criticisms and suggestions—no matter how care-
fully we phrase them, With the written evaluation we can only trust
that our student will question us about comments we have made that
they Jdo not understand. ITow seldom they come to us with such ques-
tions! .

Early in the semester, before they are fully aware of the nnpnrtance
I give to directness and simplicity of expression, a few of my students
alw: ays try the pompous approach, the ten-dollar words, in an attempt
to be impressive. Here, too, the conference facilitates correction, for

.when I encounter these windy passages, I simply ask, “What'’s the

essential meaning here? Can you state it more directly?” Invariably
the student restates the idea in a less abstract manner, and he realizes
that he could have written it that way in the first place. Here is a

lesson in language directness that goes much further than any written

£~

marginal comment identifying a passage as “wordy” or “gobbledy-

gook” or “needs simplification.” The revision can be made immediately,
usually by the studefit himself.

His involvement in the evaluation process has further implications
that are even more far-reaching. Students are often motivated to do

more carcful work because they see for themselves the attention their

teacher gives to the details of their writing, especially when at the
conference the teacher .vads for the first time something they have
written. They see hxs confusion when a “mere” comma has been
omitted, and they rcalize that other readers would be similarly cor.-
fused. They see how a word with a connotation they weren’t aware of
can destroy the desired meaning because it suggests what they never
intended (and henceforth they mu,ht be more discriminating in their
selection when they tumn to the thesaurus). But if, after hearing his
teacher's comments, ‘2 student still insists he is correct, still detends
his choice of language, his paragraph arder. his suppmting detail, at
least the conference allows him this defense. The importance of this
opportunity for student-teacher exchange, and. whenever possible, for
the working ont of differences, carnot he overestimated.

Some of the differences students and teachers encounter are the
result of students never actuallv hearing their sentences and para-
graphs. Whenever time permits, the nature of a stndent’s syntax neces-
sitates it. and the student is ready for such instruction, I read aloud a
paragraph or more of his paper. He hears the sound of his words: the
choppiness of too many consecutively short sentences; the monotony
of the same sentence pattern repeated over and over . Hearing thig—
usually for the first time—he acknowledges that my obycctxons to his
stvle are valid and wants to be shown he means for improvement.
Often he himself will interrupt my reading to suggest the necessary
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alterations or af least to signal dissatisfaction with what he hears. The
first step toward improvement is, o course, the desire to improve. 1
have found the conference a means &f stimulating this desire.

Again, this oral reading will not tales place at every student’s con-
ference, No single procedure should be &mployed at every conference,
if.only for the sake of the variety neede{ to keep both student and
teacher .alert. For example, the student should not always be told
initially what the strengths and weaknesses & his composition are; he
often can be asked to identify them himself, tg specify those eleiments
of his work with which he was most satisfled and those areas he still

-was skeptical about when he submitted the asgignment. This tech-

nique helps to involve the student in the evaluatioy process even more
fullv and’ prevents the conference from being the\pne-sided afair it
could tend to be. (And we all'know our propensity: t§ talk too much!)
The student should also gradually improve in his abiliky at self-evalu-
ation when the teacher uses this method of initiating the conference.
Regardless of the procedure for a particular conferency, the teacher
and weak-
nesses of the composition before the ronference is completed. This
summary is brief but very important because it will scrve both the
student and the teacher as future assignments are written and evalu-
ated. For this reason the sheets on which these summaries are written -
should be readily accessible to student.and teacher alike. If students
do not turn back to review the major accomplishments and inade-
quacies of past assignments, their writing will fail to progress. And if
teachers do not maintain specific awareness of their students’ past
work: they cannot eftectively help their students to improve; each
composition will be a separate entity, with little or no relationship be-

" tween one assignment and the next.
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- As the student leaves the conference, then, he should have specific
knowledge of his work. Any effective evaluation—whether written or
oral—should indicate the following:

A

1. The major strencths of the compogition, especially those that can

he applied to future assignments, and those the student may not

ibe particularly aware of but may just have happened on

The major weaknesses (especially those of organization and sup-

port} that serioukly detract from the overall quality of the com-

position

3. The specific means by which weaknesses can be remedied (a
positive empbuasis: improvement is possible)

4. The dearce of improvement represented by this latest assign-

ment over carlier assignments

The eneral quality of the assignment {as represented by a letter

grade or words like “excellent,” "good,” “fair,” ete.) to indicate,

1o
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at least appxommtcly, how this latest assu,nmcnt has affe,ctt.d a
student’s standing in the course ‘ .

\

A sixth area, one that implicii'ly accompanies each.of the above items—
and that overrides all of the others in significance—is the teacher’s
demonstration of his interest in the individual student’s work. No
method of evaluation shows this interest better than the conference.
The emphasis, of course, must be on the work, since a good evaluation
never indicts the student (“Well, you took the lazy way out Qg‘unl or
“How much time did you spend whipping this one t)gethcr. ). If the
guality of the work is poor, the student can easily conclude for himself .
what personal deficiencies. (carelessness, indiflerence, or procrastina-
tion) are responsible. If the teacher assesses the work and not the
student—and that may at times be a rather fine-line separation, re-
quiring no little diplomatic skill—a conference over even the most
miserably inept writing can still end amiably.

Here again, however, a teacher will discover that the conference
evaluation will help in obtaining better_student_writing since the stu-
dents are less likely to submit shoddy work when they know a personal
conference with their teacher will be the culminating activity for &
written assignment. And for those students who cannot be won over to
the realization that writing is important and improvement possible,
that only their best efforts are worth submitting, for those individuals
the teacher at least can demonstrate his interest and his desire to help,
when they are ready to take advantuge of this help.

The conference evaluation, then, embodies ddvantages that can
have significant effect on our students’ writing and their attitude toward
writing. In a conference students have the opportunity. to participate -
in the assessment of something most of them worked hard to produce.
And when the teacher handles the conference skillfully and tactfully,
students no longer feel that decisions on their work are simply being
peremptorily handed Jown to them. At times the conference facilitates
teaching that is not possible with other types of individual evaluation,
as when a student hears his own sentences read aloud. At other times,
though a teacher could as easily have written everything out and per-
haps have saved time doing so, students are just more satisfied that at
last someone had enough interest in their work to sit down to talk to
them about it. Someone was concerned enough about their writing
and enthusiastic encugh about helping young people to better express
themselves that he gave them personal attention,
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